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On the Wyoming frontier, innovators have always combined ingenuity and 
inspiration with hard work to shape the future. They have been unafraid to learn 
from their mistakes.

In 1964, when Leon Wandler and Hank Barney established what is today 
L&H Industrial in the boomtown of Gillette, their vision was modest, but their 
commitment to quality craftsmanship was enormous.

As this history reveals, many of us at L&H have learned the hard way, but we 
have grown as individuals and as a company. Learning by doing, we have made 
L&H what it is today—a global leader in the design and manufacturing of superior 
aftermarket parts for equipment ranging from mining shovels to draglines to drills 
with an unparalleled reputation for service in the field.

Our success, quite frankly, comes from taking the lessons of the past to heart. 
We hope this story will inspire and pay tribute to our employees, past and present, 
who have helped to shape L&H Industrial. We also offer it to readers as a thank you 
to customers who have given us the opportunity to grow and tackle new challenges 
for more than five decades.

Mike Wandler, Jeff Wandler, and Jim Clikeman
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Robotic welding allowed L&H welders like Josh Testerman to work at a 
safe distance from high-intensity heat. (Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)

Taconite bucket wheel rebuild for Burlington Northern Santa Fe 
Railroad in 2014. (L&H Industrial.)
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L&H’s redesign of the boom for P&H 4100 XPB shovels reduced the 
effects of torque and stress. (Brittney Thomas. L&H Industrial.)



8   Introduction   |   9 Introduction   |   9

The DMU 200FD 5-axis CNC machine center allowed L&H to manufacture drill 
bits from a single block of steel rather than welding pieces together. The result 
was longer life and more consistent performance. 
(Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)

Work on the NASA crawler-transporter 2 undercarriage pushed L&H to 
new levels of precision manufacturing and field machining. (NASA.)
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Jason Percifeld had been on the road for a long time. He was only 29, but he had lived 
out of a suitcase for the past five years, running field service crews for L&H Industrial 
at mines throughout the American West. In 2013 he took a detour south to Florida to 
supervise a field crew charged with the responsibility to retrofit the undercarriage on 
the NASA crawler-transporter (CT-2) that would carry the next generation of deep 
space rockets to the launch pad at Cape Kennedy. In 2014, he was back home in Gillette, 
Wyoming leading a team assigned to rebuild a taconite bucket wheel for the Burlington 
Northern Santa Fe ore dock on Lake Superior, Wisconsin. 

A thousand miles away, Jason’s cousin, Dustin Roush, was wrapping up the details of 
a new maintenance and parts contract on 10 shovels for a large mine in the oil sands of 
Alberta, Canada. Meanwhile, halfway around the world, Jason and Dustin’s uncles, Mike 
and Jeff Wandler, were negotiating new partnerships in India, expanding machine shop 
capabilities in Arizona and Mexico, and launching new products in Nevada and Chile.

These were the third-generation projects of L&H Industrial, Inc. They were bigger, 
bolder projects than Leon Wandler and his partner Hank Barney ever could have 
imagined when they founded the L&H Welding and Machine Company in the small 
oil field boomtown of Gillette, Wyoming.

Back in 1964, Leon and Hank had a work crew of six. Fifty years later, L&H Industrial 
had nearly 500 employees spread across the globe. In 1964, the L&H machine shop had 

INTRODUCTION

Jason Percifeld and a field service crew from L&H spent most of 2013 
under the hulking body of NASA’s crawler-transporter (CT-2), retrofitting 
the transporter undercarriage. In 2014, the NASA project was the largest 
contract L&H had ever undertaken. (L&H Industrial.)
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the capacity to work on oil rigs that were 
dragged from the field in the back of semi-trailer 
trucks. In 2014, L&H tradesmen built 66-foot 
shovel booms, suspension track shoes for 
shovels operating in the oil sands of Canada, and 
undercarriages and component assemblies for the 
world’s largest mining equipment. The component 
parts of the bucket wheel rebuild, alone, were 
bigger than any parts that Leon and Hank could 
have worked on in 1964, and in 2014 the bucket-
wheel was only one of hundreds of projects 
flowing through the L&H shops. 

In 1964, Leon Wandler repaired and welded broken 
steel and scribbled innovative design improvements 
on the backs of bar napkins. Fifty years later, the 
L&H Engineering Department designed original 
parts under L&H’s Omega brand that set new 
standards for quality and durability. In 1964, Leon 
Wandler ran his shop from the checkbook in his 
back pocket. In 2014, L&H posted sales of $100 
million. In 1964, Leon and Hank served customers 
in the Powder River Basin in Gillette. Half a century 
later, L&H had partnerships in Chile, Mexico, 
India, and Canada. Despite its rapid growth, L&H 
remained a family company,  owned by two of 
Leon’s sons—Mike and Jeff—along with their 
partner and Chief Financial Officer Jim Clikeman. 
Jason Percifeld and Dustin Roush, the third 

generation in the Wandler family, each owned a 
“one-percent” stake in the future.

The 50-year odyssey of L&H from an oil field job 
shop to an international industrial manufacturer 
was not easy. Embedded in the company’s story 
are lessons for anyone interested in the spirit 
of entrepreneurship, the constant struggle for 
technological advantage, the trials of family-run 
businesses, and the challenges that small companies 
face when they compete in the global economy. Like 
all entrepreneurial stories, the L&H story is as much 
about family relationships, personal struggles, and 
seat-of-the-pants decisions with big consequences, 
as it is about bold business initiatives and brilliant 
financial insights. 

Fundamentally, the L&H story is about innovation. 
It is filled with a mix of caution and overconfidence, 
a fierce drive to succeed and dark moments of self-
doubt, stubborn persistence in the face of ridiculous 
odds, a strange sort of faith that drives individuals, 
and men and women working together to create 
something that no one thought possible. Like so 
many stories of American enterprise, it begins 
on the road. 

L&H made its largest investment in new CNC technology when it 
purchased a Höfler Rapid 6000-6 meter gear grinder that gave the 
company the ability to manufacture the highest quality gears in 
the world. (L&H Industrial.)
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Leon Wandler’s combination of relentless work ethic and innovation quickly turned 
L&H into the “go to” machine shop in the oil fields of Wyoming. The original L&H shop 
on the outskirts of Gillette had the feel of a machine shop in the heart of the industrial 
Midwest. Most of the machines were castoffs from World War II, reconditioned and 
fine tuned by Leon to perform as good as new. 
(L&H Industrial.)
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Two flat tires. It was an inauspicious beginning.  

Leon Wandler hated rubber. Mostly, his friends say, he hated anything with rubber tires. 
He was a man of steel, a man of bearings and gears, steel tracks, and threaded shafts. 
In the summer of 1963, Leon quit his job as a machinist at the B & H Welding and 
Machine shop in Glendive, Montana, and headed south to the Wyoming oil patch. 
He sold the family home, bought a ten-foot wide trailer, and shipped it to the small 
oil boomtown of Gillette, where he had gotten a job as foreman at the “Bugs” Young 
Machine Shop servicing the oil rigs and pumps of the desolate, wind-swept Powder 
River Basin for $3.00 an hour. 

“We got to Gillette and had no trailer house,” Betty Wandler remembers. “It was on the 
Broadus highway somewhere with two flat tires.” Betty had her hands full. She had two 
children in tow, and was pregnant with her third. Like the families of hundreds of other 
oil field roustabouts, the Wandlers camped at a local motel for several days before the 
trailer arrived and was set on its foundation at Buck’s Trailer Court.

Leon was undaunted. He had bounced around the machine shops of North Dakota, 
Wyoming, and Montana for eight years, moving from one shop to another chasing oil 
booms and the small pay increases that came with initiative and hard work. Betty and 
the children had followed. But the move to Gillette promised to be different. New oil 
discoveries in Campbell County, Wyoming had led to a boom, and Gillette was the 

FEARLESS 
The Life of a Frontier Machinist

1…(the) oil fields created a scene onto which 
walked a new individualist reminiscent of the 
old trappers and the cowboys. The roustabout 
reeks as much of toughness as grease. His lore 
belongs to the machine shop and the toolbin 
rather than the forest and the plain. He has hell-
raising qualities of the old-timers but skills that 
belong to the industrial age.

T. A. Larson
Wyoming: A History
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like a juggler in a circus. Hank was quick to tell 
anyone who asked that Leon was the best machinist 
he had ever seen. If anyone could make the shop 
work, it was Leon. In the spring of 1964, Leon and 
Hank bought the shop.

The men re-named the shop using the first letters of 
their first names: L&H Welding and Machine. Hank 
handled the welding and Leon did the machine 
work. They were opposite personalities. Leon was 
hard-charging, confident, and demanding, with 
a rough-edged intolerance for mediocrity. Hank 
was gentle with a great sense of humor. Every 
conversation either began with a joke from Hank 
or ended with a funny story. What held their 
partnership together was a near-obsessive work 
ethic. They were perfectionists. Beneath the grease 
and clutter of the shop in frontier Wyoming was the 
beating heart of the American industrial economy—
well-trained tradesmen with an almost religious 
commitment to hard work and quality craftsmanship. 

Their shop on the Douglas Highway, across the street 
from the railroad tracks, was crammed with broken 
oil rig parts, piles of drill shafts, drawworks, rusted 
gears, a collection of machine tools and welding 
equipment, and a list of clients that included just 
about everyone in Campbell County who owned 
steel and needed it bent straight, welded, milled, 

or re-threaded. Like thousands of western pioneers 
before them, Leon and Hank’s kingdom was small, 
but they were princes of their own domain. 

Betty Wandler was less than impressed. “God, it was 
miserable. Hotter than heck. Dirt streets. The town 

Hank Barney and his wife Hazel were on their way to a comfortable 
retirement in Boulder, Colorado in 1964. They never made it. Leon 
Wandler talked Hank into moving to Gillette to partner in a machine 
and welding repair shop. (Sandy Daly.)

HANK BARNEY
PHOTO HERE

epicenter. Roughnecks rushed to the scene, hoping 
to land jobs on the rigs or maintenance crews on the 
margins of the boom, but the oil economy was built 
on machines, not men. Where there was oil field 
equipment, there would be busted and worn parts 
that needed repair. A good machinist could make a 
good living in the oil patch. 

Leon quickly learned the shop was financially 
underwater, on the verge of bankruptcy. For $10,000 

down and an $80,000 note, he could buy it for 
back taxes. But the $10,000 didn’t come easily. Leon 
scrounged the cash from his uncles in North Dakota, 
and convinced his friend, Hank Barney, to become 
his partner. 

Hank was 16 years older than Leon, a master welder, 
and financially successful. He had learned to weld 
in the Navy and taught welding in the shipyards of 
Long Beach, California after World War II. Like Leon, 
Hank had followed the oil booms from one western 
town to the next. Along the way he had owned and 
partnered in several small welding and machine 
shops throughout the region. He had just sold his 
interest in B & H Welding and Machine where Leon 
worked. With money in his pocket, he planned on 
moving his family to Boulder, Colorado, where he 
had gotten a job teaching welding. 

Hank was looking forward to a comfortable semi-
retirement in Boulder. When Leon called, Hank 
had little interest in going back to work in another 
boomtown machine shop. But he knew a good deal 
when he saw one, and even though the “Bugs” 
Young shop might have looked like a financial 
disaster in the spring of 1964, Hank could see its 
potential. Besides, he told his wife, he trusted Leon 
Wandler. Leon was a magician in a machine shop. 
Hank had once seen Leon operate two lathes at once, 

Leon and Betty Wandler borrowed from family to begin a new life in 
the oil fields of Gillette, Wyoming in 1964. Like almost everyone else 
in the frontier boomtown, they settled into a trailer court. A year after 
their arrival, L&H was so successful that the Wandlers moved into the 
first “double wide” trailer in town. (L&H Industrial.)
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was wild. Workaholic and alcoholic.” Gillette had 
one street light and two paved streets. Everything 
else was dirt. Truck traffic ground the streets to a 
fine red powder. From 50 miles away the thick cloud 
of dust that hung over the boomtown made for 
bright red sunsets. “Some people might have called 
us ‘trailer trash,’” Betty remembers. “I didn’t mind. 
I liked living in a trailer. Everybody in town 
lived in trailers.”

Hank’s daughter, Sandy Barney, knew all about 
being called “oil field trash.” She had grown up in 
oil field boomtowns and was a senior in high school 
when her father moved the family to Gillette. Over 
the years she had heard all the nasty comments 
and harsh judgments about transients, crime, and 
instability that followed in the wake of oil booms. 
She expected the same in Gillette. But what she 
found was a deeply humble, egalitarian community 
spirit born of the severe conditions and isolation of 
the Wyoming plains. “Ranch couples played bridge 
with oil field and coal mine couples,” she remembers. 
“Everybody got along.” There was no class system 
in Gillette. There was no “Petroleum Club.” There 
was no high-class society. There was no snobbishness 
from the ranchers toward newcomers. For the first 
year she kept the financial books at the shop. After 
graduating from the University of Wyoming, she 
returned to Gillette and married a local rancher. 

Leon’s friend, Steve Metzger, remembers Gillette 
during the boom of the 60s and 70s. “People were 
living in truck campers, trailer houses, tents, sleeping 
on the street in their car…and anything went. It was 
just a rowdy, wild-ass place. Just rough and tumble as 
it could be.” Customers flooded into town from the 
oil rigs on weekends, where deals and reputations 
were made in local bars over handshakes and 
whiskey. Alcohol and grease held the oilfield culture 
together. A man’s willingness to drink with others 
was the measure of his friendship and formed a bond 
with his customers. The old Gay 90s lounge down the 
street from L&H became known by roughnecks and 
tradesmen as, “The Office.” A man who drank would 
often be broke by morning, but a businessman who 
refused to drink with his customers could end up 
bankrupt the next week. 

THE GIFT OF IMAGINATION
Leon Wandler fit the temperament of the time and 
place. He had been orphaned in Spokane and raised 
by his grandmother on the family farm near New 
England, North Dakota. He had grown up working 
on farm equipment. He could look at a broken-down 
tractor and figure out how to fix it. He had the gift 
of imagination. 

New machines were expensive on the farm, but labor 
was cheap. Leon would spend hours of creative 

Leon Wandler and Hank Barney purchase the “Bugs” Young welding and machine shop
YEAR IN

HISTORY
1964

Rick Wandler was Leon’s older brother. Separated as children 
during the Great Depression following their mother’s death, they 
were re-united when Rick came to work at L&H. Rick was one of the 
only machinists at L&H who could rival Leon’s skill. For years he 
supervised the night shift and became a trusted partner in Leon’s 
circle of advisors. (L&H Industrial.)
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with. Years later, after they became partners, Leon 
constantly badgered Hank to take out loans to buy 
new equipment. To Hank’s financial chagrin, Leon 
insisted that the shop stay on the cutting edge of 
machine tools. 

Leon and Hank hired men off the ranches or just 
out of the military, who also had grown up as shade 
tree mechanics; men like Harland Hess, who ran the 
welding shop, Clarence Bishop, John Rudolph, and 
Leon’s brother, Rick Wandler. These were self-taught 
men who had perfected their trades in technical 
colleges, the military, or the crucible of hard work 
under demanding bosses.

Clarence Bishop came to L&H a year after Leon 
and Hank took over. He had been working on a 
construction crew building the Interstate highway 
through Wyoming. When the job was done, he 
headed west toward home, stopping along the way 
to inquire about welding jobs. Hank Barney hired 
him on the spot for $2.25 an hour, a full dollar an 
hour above minimum wage. Clarence was a lot like 
Leon. Raised on a small ranch in eastern Wyoming, 
he had learned to machine in the Navy and studied 
welding at the Jackson Welding School in St. Louis. 
Hank quickly realized he had hired someone special. 
Before he wrote Clarence his first paycheck, he gave 
him a raise to $2.50.

These men shaped the early culture of the company. 
Call it swagger. Call it arrogance. Call it a relentless 
work ethic. They simply refused to leave well 
enough alone. Truth was, instead of just fixing 
broken equipment, Leon loved projects that everyone 
else had abandoned. He became obsessed with 
making old broken machinery work better than it 
had worked when it was new. “As good as new, or 
better” became a slogan around the shop.

Leon Wandler distinguished himself at the North Dakota State 
College of Science as an honors student in Industrial Technology. 
His natural talents were given expression in a state-of-the-art 
machine shop. The experience fed a life long love of technology 
and innovation. (North Dakota State College of Science, Office of 
Alumni Affairs.)

energy and sweat fixing a broken part or rebuilding 
an engine, scrounging old parts from junk piles or 
World War II surplus, and working them into 
usefulness. He worked without blue prints or a 
calculator. “He was always innovating,” his son, 
Mike Wandler, remembers. “He was old farm culture, 
right. So he didn’t have any money to spend. But 

he’d take this old Model A and rip the rear end out 
from under it, and spend a hundred hours rigging it 
up to make it into a boring bar, instead of just going 
out and buying a boring bar.” 

In 1955, after a stint in the Army, Leon took his GI 
benefits and enrolled at the North Dakota State 
College of Science in Wahpeton, one of the oldest 
and most respected two-year science and technology 
colleges in the country.

At school he met Betty Dubuque, a young nursing 
student. When Betty was elected Homecoming 
Queen, she asked Leon to accompany her to the 
Homecoming Dance. “He was such a good looking 
guy,” she remembers. “He wore a wonderful suit, 
and he walked straight as a stick. I could have sworn 
he was going to be a doctor.” 

Leon had other plans. He 
studied welding, mechanics 
and machining, and quickly 
became an honor student 
majoring in Industrial 
Technology. College gave 
him an opportunity to harness his creativity and 
imagination to modern machine tools, and triggered 
a life-long desire to work with the best tools and 
new technologies he could surround himself 

Betty Dubuque first saw Leon Wandler on the campus of the North 
Dakota State College of Science. When she was elected Homecoming 
Queen in 1955, she asked Leon to be her date to the Homecoming Dance. 
“He walked as straight as a stick,” she told her friends. She was sure he 
was going to be a doctor. (North Dakota State College of Science, Office 
of Alumni Affairs.)
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become. The work was exhausting and the jobs were 
endless. In 1968, he began to sell his stock in the 
company to Jerry Aarsby, the company accountant. 
Hank finally retired in 1972 to deal with health 
problems. Under Aarsby’s financial stewardship, 
L&H began to diversify. In 1974, Jerry and Leon 
purchased the local Air Products dealership to 
extend L&H’s reach to the retail market for welding 
gases and equipment. They began to sell angle iron, 
round bar, and other steel supplies. They formed a 
real estate partnership to develop industrial land 
south of the city.  

Leon took full control of the shop. As his reputation 
grew, the shop grew. By the mid-‘70s, L&H was one 
of the largest private employers in Gillette. Even as 
a teenager, Jeff Wandler understood how special his 
father’s shop had become. “He was that ‘real deal’, 
‘hands on’ repair guy that really thrived in the oil 
field. That was his whole success. Everybody in town 
knew my dad. He was the machine shop…My dad 
had work stacked out the door when I was a kid. He 
had work lined up outside trying to get in the shop.” 
As a business, the shop was chaos. Profits were often 
lost in the clutter. Leon kept no accounts, and often 
lost track of which customer had left what broken 
part on the counter. Clarence Bishop could barely 
restrain his laughter when he remembered, “There 
was a big pile of finished projects, maybe twelve-

foot square and four-foot deep. Hank and Leon just 
figured somebody would come and pick them up 
when they needed them. They would bring me a job 
and say, ‘Here. Fix this.’ I’d fix it and go to make out 
a time card, and say, ‘Who’s that for?’ And they’d 
say, ‘Oh. I don’t know.’ They’d work all month and 
then long about the end of the month they’d say, 
‘Well, maybe we ought to figure out some bills.’ And 
of course, they hadn’t kept track of things enough to 
make it easy.” 

The business was disorganized, but the quality of the 
work was the best in the region. Tradesmen worked 
until their jobs were done, often bent over a lathe 
or welding rod for hours on end. It became a badge 
of honor to work all day and all night and still be 
standing next to a finished job the next morning. 
For years, John Rudolph held bragging rights after 
working 45 hours in a row. The shop was electric 
with competition between the tradesmen. 

Leon drove himself as hard as he drove his workers. 
Visitors would often find Leon on his back working 
under a hulking piece of machinery. “He would 
work 40 hours straight, sometimes with almost no 
sleep,” Jeff Wandler remembers. “And so would the 
guys on the drill rigs. At L&H in those days you got 
raises and bragging rights by pulling the longest 
shift. Safety was never even spoken about. That’s the 

Hank Barney retires and Jerry Aarsby becomes Leon Wandler’s partner
YEAR IN

HISTORY
1972

“I can remember one time seeing Leon working on 
this pitiful old wheel off a side delivery rig,” Clarence 
remembered. “I mean it was badly mangled up. 
And I said to one of the other hands, ‘Why is Leon 

messing with that darn thing?’ ‘Well,’ he said, ‘the 
other shops said it couldn’t be fixed.’ [Leon] couldn’t 
walk away from the challenge.” 

 “You couldn’t cow them with any project. They 
never turned anything down for lack of backbone,” 
Steve Metzger recalls. “You couldn’t drag anything 
in there that was made out of steel and nuts and bolts 
and weld rods and what have you that they were so 
terrified of that they fled and said, ‘No, we can’t do 
that.’ They would try anything.” 

Joe Drefchinski remembers that Leon would send 
his machinists to sift through the bone yards of oil 
derricks and coal mines to find old rusted parts 

long since abandoned by their owners. “We’d go to 
their boneyards and we’d say, ‘Why don’t you fix 
that?’ And they would say, ‘Can you fix it?’ ‘We sure 
can!’ we would tell them. So we figured out ways 
to rebuild components and fix them so that they 
didn’t have to go out and buy new every time. The 
customers loved it.” L&H became the ‘go to’ shop 
in Campbell County for oil-rig repair. Leon rode 
the boom, and Betty moved the family into a new 
trailer at the Rolling Hills Trailer Court, just behind 
the shop. “We had the first double-wide in Gillette. 
It had bay windows and blue trim. I thought I lived 
in a palace, and we owned it.” Sandy Barney, Hank’s 
daughter, became the family babysitter.

Gillette was a classic oil boomtown. By 1970, 
Wyoming oil wells were producing 140 million 
barrels of oil a year. Almost half of the wells were in 
the Powder River Basin around Gillette. In 1972, the 
boom reached new heights when the first local coal 
mines opened and more people flooded into Gillette. 
Then, when the Arab oil embargo began in 1973, the 
price of Wyoming crude jumped from just over $2 a 
barrel to $12 a barrel. 

NEW PARTNERS, NEW BUSINESSES
Hank Barney had always seen the L&H shop as a 
semi-retirement plan. He had never anticipated how 
big the boom would be, or how busy the shop would 

‘other shops said it 
 couldn’t be fixed.’ [Leon]
 couldn’t walk away from 
 the challenge - Clarence Bishop
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Leon Wandler spent many nights working at a drafting table in the 
living room redesigning parts. The next morning, he would hand 
his drawing to a tradesman and say, “Make this.” Leon’s innovations 
reflected a desire to make every repair that came in the door “as 
good or better” than the original. Many of his designs are still in use 
throughout the Powder River Basin. (L&H Industrial.)

world he lived in. We have a picture of him smoking 
while he’s working a machine…squinting to keep 
the chips out of his eyes.... He was a hardcore dude. 
He’d weld and burn holes in his chest, and he’d just 
lay there and take it.” Leon combed his hair with 
Brylcreem in the old days, and when sparks landed 
in his hair the Brylcreem would start to smoke. Old 
employees remember Leon walking through the shop 

with his hair smoking, patting his head as if 
nothing was wrong.

Mike Wandler, Leon’s youngest son, remembered 
what it was like when Leon came home from a 
long shift at the shop. “He was just a rough guy, 
and he was always bleeding. He was always 
‘leaking,’ we’d call it. If dad was working, he 
was leaking somewhere.”

Leon’s values reflected the values of the industrial 
revolution. Labor was cheap. In western boomtowns, 
labor never stayed for long. It was the machines that 
had value. Saving a machine from the junk pile had 
value. Improving a machine’s performance was the 
gold standard. 

For years, Leon would work late into the night, then 
scribble a few notes on a notepad and retire to a 
local bar where he would sketch his ideas for how to 
improve a machine onto bar napkins and scraps of 
paper. Sometimes, after the children were in bed, he 
would sit at a small drafting table in the living room 
of the trailer, and stay up all night translating his 
imagination into a drawing, tweaking the original 
design to make a broken part better. When problems 
got particularly complicated, Leon would spend his 
nights designing new tools or new ways of using his 
machines to get the job done. He signed his sketches 

With a cigarette dangling from his mouth and no safety glasses, Leon 
Wandler embodied the culture of the L&H shops in the 1970s and 
‘80s, when ashtrays and empty beer bottles littered the company’s 
workstations. Today, the offices at L&H Industrial are smoke-free 
zones and the company enforces a strict ban on alcohol and drugs. 
(L&H Industrial.)



28   Fearless   |   29 Fearless   |   29

unloading the pump out the back of their truck. After 
a week or two they would come back and say, ‘Well, 
you think you’re gonna be able to fix my pump?’ 
And we’d work until we got it fixed.” Lee Wandler 
remembered Jerry Aarsby once remarking, “Any 
idiot can make it in a boom. What will you do if the 
boom goes away?” The shop was flying high. No one 
had an answer.

THE RISE OF KING COAL
Wyoming coal had been known in the East since the 
first mountain men camped with the Crow Indians 
and sent back reports of smoking coal seams near the 
Powder River, where, as Washington Irving wrote, 
“the earth is hot and cracked; in many places emitting 
smoke and sulphurous vapors.” After the Civil War, 
Congress authorized massive land and mineral grants 
to the Union Pacific Railroad as incentive to build the 
transcontinental railroad. The grants included 1,280 
acres of land for every mile of track laid through 
Wyoming Territory, which was over 4.5 million acres 
in all, right through the richest coal seams. The Union 
Pacific mined the coal to fuel its steam engines, and 
freighted coal east to urban markets. 

Like oil, the economics of coal were boom and bust. 
When the railroads switched their massive engines 
to diesel in the 1950s, the coal mines closed. But 
when electric utilities discovered that coal was an 

efficient way to power cities and industry, the coal 
mines flourished again. When Congress passed the 
Clean Air Act in 1970, mandating that coal-fired 
power plants assist in the reduction of air pollution, 
Wyoming’s low- sulphur, “clean coal” won an 
immediate competitive advantage over eastern coal. 

It was one thing for southern Wyoming to sit on 
top of deep seams of low-sulphur coal. It was quite 
another to get the coal out of underground mines 
and into the furnaces of distant power plants. The 
Powder River Basin was different. Enough coal to 
fuel the nation for centuries lay just beneath the 
prairie surface, and surface mines were the most 
efficient way to open the seams. Huge draglines, 
taller than city skylines, were built to scrape off the 
over-burden of grass, soil, and rock. Massive shovels 
scooped the coal into haul trucks. Small crews of 
men could mine millions of tons of coal. But the 
machines needed maintenance crews, and the mines 
paid twice, sometimes three times, as much as Leon 
Wandler could pay his welders and machinists. 

Leon was an oil field man. His customers were in the 
oil fields. He had a passion for the roughneck culture 
of the oil fields. His hand-drawn library of designs 
and innovations came from the oil fields. He had 
little interest in the hulking shovels and draglines 
of the coal mines, or the corporate structure of coal 

Employees begin to leave L&H seeking better wages at coal mines
YEAR IN

HISTORY
1972

in the bottom corner, “LEW”, in graceful 
Florentine script as if a different world existed 
inside his imagination than existed among the 
hard, sharp, steel edges of the shop. “Leon was 
the most intelligent man I ever worked for,” Roy 
Watkins, Sr. recalls. “But to get it out of his head 
and on to paper was hard. He knew what he 
wanted you to build. But you had to sit him down 
and make him draw a picture to give you 
something to go by.”

Joe Drefchinski went to work at L&H in 1984 as a 
draftsman. He had no formal training, but he had 
taken a drafting class in high school, and on the 
Wyoming frontier that was good enough. “Leon 
would sketch it up and it was literally on a bar 
napkin…. They weren’t drawn with rulers or nothing 
like that. They were just hand drawn, and he would 
have lengths and sizes, and he goes, ‘Here, take all 
these sketches and make them into drawings. Can 

you make these into blueprints so we can repeat 
them, build these again?’” 

Over time, Leon built a library of oil field parts and 
how he fixed them. Most important, he kept notes on 
how he made them better. The culture of innovation 
and service to the customer infused the small 
machine shop. Joe “D” remembers, “It all came from 
Leon. It was like, ‘This doesn’t work right. We’ve 
got to make it work better. What are we going to do 
to make it work better? It’s got to install faster. It’s 
got to last longer.’ This is how he trained us, and he 
didn’t have a problem listening. If you had an idea 
you wanted to talk about, he would be more than 
happy to sit down and talk to you about it. And if 
it was a good idea, he’d say, ‘Next time we do that, 
we’re going to try your way.’” 

Meanwhile, the jobs kept piling up. “Back in the 70s, 
no one in the oil fields asked for a quote.” Leon’s 
oldest son, Lee Wandler, remembered, “They paid 
time and material, no questions asked. No one cared 
about the cost.” Clarence Bishop remembers that 
customers would come in with a broken pump, 
desperate to get their rig back on line. “They would 
say, ‘Well, when do you think you can fix my pump.’ 
And Leon would say, ‘Guys, we’ve got so much work 
lined up I don’t think we can do it. We just can’t get 
to it.’ So you’d look out the door and they would be 

‘This doesn’t work right.
 We’ve got to make it work 
 better’... This is how he 
 trained us - Joe Drefchinski
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his brother. Lee Wandler, the oldest of the boys, was 
working on a drill drawworks in another part of the 
yard. He was covered head to toe in grease. All you 
could see was his eyes and his mouth.” The shop was 
filthy and crammed with equipment, but the hulking 
blast hole drill made Metzger pause. L&H was not 
an ordinary, back country job shop. “Just wandering 
through there you could see that they were capable. 
They were repairing big, million-dollar, multi-million 
dollar, machines and stuff like that with their 
own knowhow. A lot of it was just pure 
mechanical brain power.” 

Metzger had a big need and a big checkbook. He 
hired L&H to rework the shovel. He would hang 
around the shop measuring wrecked parts, talking 
with Leon about designs, or fixing the weak link in 
an assembly. “I spent a career looking at wrecks,” 
Steve remembers. “The reason you call for a Marion 
Service engineer is because something just broke, or 
you have a gear box you’re trying to get straightened 
out and the gearing in it needs to be aligned.” The 
engineer, the machinist, and thousands of broken 
parts—it made for a perfect friendship. 

Metzger understood that Leon had an insatiable 
curiosity and appetite for new machines. “He loved 
big machine tools,” Steve remembered. “Every time 
he got a chance to buy a bigger lathe or a bigger 

mill—even if he had to provide his own sweat equity 
to move it or fix it to make it work—he’d drag it over 
and put it in his building. So he had the biggest, most 
capable tools in the area.”

With his work in the oil fields, his connection 
to Clarence Bishop at Eagle Butte, and his new 
friendship with Steve Metzger, Leon’s job shop 
was busting at the seams. Workers could barely 
walk from one end of the shop to another without 
climbing over parts. The work force grew from six 
to 35 in just over a decade.

There was a manic quality to Leon’s entrepreneurship. 
With friends he launched new businesses like Cyclone 
Drilling and Red Dog Drill Service, often trading L&H 
labor for equity. His creativity took wild detours. He 
built a world-class collection of Winchester rifles, 
rebuilding components and remaking broken stocks. 
He built a pontoon boat, but it was so heavy it almost 
sank before additional 55 gallon oil drums were 
welded onto the sides to keep it afloat. He invested 
in a Deadwood gold mine and lost money. With Troy 

A lot of it was just pure 
 mechanical brain power.

- Steve Metzger
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mines whose headquarters were as far away from 
the Wyoming frontier as Leon was from a suit and 
tie. But the ground was shifting beneath his feet. The 
most talented tradesmen at L&H, men like Clarence 
Bishop, saw the writing on the wall, took the leap 
into the mines, and rose to positions of power as 
maintenance machinists, welders, and mechanics. 
Clarence was among the first to leave, in 1972, when 
the Bel Aire mine opened. “I hated to leave,” he 
remembers. “It was a terrible big decision.” 

But there was an upside to these departures. As 
Clarence remembers, “I told Leon when I left, ‘Well, I 
might be able to send you a lot of business.’ It turned 
out to be millions of dollars worth of business!” Some 
of the projects were big and profitable enough to turn 
Leon’s head. In 1978, Bishop’s bosses sent a Bucyrus 
45R Blast Hole Drill from Indiana to Gillette to be re-
conditioned before it was dispatched into the mines. 
Bishop hired L&H to do the work. 

And then, in the winter of 1978, Steve Metzger 
arrived at the AMAX Eagle Butte mine just north 
of town. Metzger was a young engineer in the 
Research and Development Department at the 
Marion Power Shovel Company in Marion, Ohio. 
He had been dispatched to Eagle Butte to work the 
kinks out of a prototype power shovel designed 
for use in the massive open-pit coal mines of the 

Basin. The new shovel had been nothing but trouble. 
Steve remembers his first days in town. “When this 
prototype shovel had gone through the plant, they 
had done a really poor job of the quality control, 
so I got left out on the ground in a snowstorm in 
Gillette to put this machine together, and it required 
a lot of re-work.” 

Clarence Bishop had no patience for desk-engineers 
without any real-world experience, especially if they 
were young and full of themselves. But he quickly 
learned that Metzger was the real deal. Metzger 
seemed to instinctively understand how to keep 
machines running in the unforgiving landscape of 
the mines. Every design, every solution, had to 
make a machine stronger and more durable. There 
was no room in the mines for cheap, delicate, 
“Tonka Toy” machines.

When Metzger told Clarence Bishop he needed a 
good machine shop for the re-work on the Marion 
shovel, Bishop didn’t hesitate, “I’ve got a man you 
need to meet.”  

“I jumped in Clarence’s old blue truck and we drove 
over to the original L&H shop,” Steve remembers. “It 
was a dreary place. Sitting out in the side yard was a 
Bucyrus 45R blast hole drill that Clarence had hired 
Leon to rebuild. I got to meet Leon and Rick Wandler, 
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Leon and his crews worked on the new building for 
two years. In 1982, L&H moved into the new facility, 
just in time to watch foreign oil producers turn their 
strategy toward the industrial economies upside 
down. Instead of reducing their production as they 
had done in the 1972 Arab embargo, they flooded 
the global market with oil and drove prices through 
the floor. Over a five-year period, the Wyoming 
oil economy collapsed. In 1981, Wyoming crude 
oil sold for $33 a barrel. Five years later, it sold for 
$13. The population of Gillette had been 14,000 in 
1980. The rise of King Coal offset the loss of jobs in 
the oil sector, but in 1985 Gillette lost 1,600 citizens, 
and the next year another 2,200 left town. Five more 
years passed before the population returned to its 
1980 level. Leon had expanded just in time for the 
economy to collapse around him. 

Joe Drefchinski did not yet work for L&H when the 
crash came. He was still employed by a small welding 
job shop owned by Tony Black across the street from 
L&H. “We come in to work one day, and we received 
three or four phone calls and had about a million and 
a half dollars of work cancelled over the telephone. 
I thought I was just going to have a heart attack and 
die when I had to go tell Tony. ‘What are you going to 
do?’ I asked him. ‘These guys are all cancelling these 
jobs.’ And he says, ‘You are going to get on the phone 
to all our steel suppliers and start cancelling orders. 

Whatever hasn’t been put on a truck, cancel it.’ The oil 
field crashed that fast. It was like overnight.” 

Lee Wandler had just become a stockholder in L&H. 
“In 30 days, it went from 100 miles per hour to 
standing still,” he remembered. Mike Wandler, just 14 
years old, had gone to work for Leon in 1980, helping 
construction crews build the new building. He swept 
up after the crews, painted lathes and cranes, and 
cleaned chips out of the machines. “The building 
had been designed to stage in a bunch of oil field 
drawworks and derricks. And then, when the crash 

In 1982, L&H opened a retail store in the front of its new shop complex 
to sell welding supplies and gases. The Air Products franchise was 
later combined with Wyoming Oxygen and Supply and INGASCO to 
become the retail cornerstone of a real estate, retail, and industrial 
partnership between Leon Wandler and Jerry Aarsby. (L&H Industrial.)

Leon Wandler partners with six friends to create Cyclone Drilling Co.
YEAR IN

HISTORY
1975

Allee’s help, Leon designed a rearview mirror for 
trucks. “It was a ‘get rich, all-in-one scheme,’” Troy 
laughed, years later. “It had a wiper on it, and a 
heater, and it had windshield wiper fluid. But when 
we got done the thing weighed 80 pounds. It tore the 
doors off the trucks.”

Leon never let the success go to his head. He moved 
his family to a small ranch on the outskirts of town, 
but he continued to drive a used car. He worked in 

the same basic blue jeans and denim shirt every day. 
He kept a small desk in the corner of the shop piled 
high with drawings, broken parts, greasy rags, parts 
manuals, and old rate sheets. All along, he disdained 
planning. It was impossible to predict the future, he 
said, especially for a small Wyoming job shop at the 
mercy of global energy markets. But in 1981, Leon and 
Gerald “Jerry” Aarsby made a bold decision to move 
L&H to a new location and expand. 

They took out a loan for $2.5 million, purchased 
property south of town, and built a state of the art, 
30,000-square foot machine and welding shop to 
handle the oil boom and expansion into the mines. 
Bigger than a football field, the new building was 
designed to stack up to ten drilling derricks inside, 
where they could be worked on in the dead of winter. 
An overhead crane system extended over the entire 
length of the shop. The system allowed workers to 
move and turn enormous pieces of heavy equipment 
from one machine to another. They purchased a 
half interest in Wyoming Oxygen and Supply in 
Casper, Wyoming, and formed INGASCO to produce 
acetylene and other gas cylinders. They moved the 
retail operation into a brightly lit store in the front 
of the shop. Thinking back, Jeff Wandler shakes his 
head. “It was a gigantic risk. My dad moved out 
into the county, built the street, and developed this 
land from scratch.” 

Cyclone Drilling was one of Leon Wandler’s most profitable 
entrepreneurial ventures. Established with six friends, Cyclone built 
and maintained drilling facilities in the Wyoming oil fields. Leon 
ultimately was forced to divest his interest in the business to cover 
debts from other enterprises. (L&H Industrial.)
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to machine. Clarence Bishop tried to argue with 
Leon, but his advice never took. “They had such 
turnover of employees. I said, ‘You’ve got to raise 
your prices and pay these guys, or else they are going 
to go to the coal mine. You’ve got to do that.’ And I 
told him, ‘You’ve got to pick up and deliver.’ I said, 
‘I can call your competitor and by the time I hang up 
the phone he’s at the gate wanting the work.’” 

Leon’s response was not to raise wages, but to 
distribute shares in the company to loyal employees 
and associates. By 1981, he had sold or given away 
shares of the company to his accountant, Jerry Aarsby; 
his brother, Rick Wandler; his son, Lee; and employees, 
Tim Wahe, George LaOrange, Jerry Spainhower, and 
Ron Kelly. “I think there were over 20 owners by the 
mid-1980s,” Mike Wandler recalled. “What happened 
was that in the late 70s they were having trouble 
keeping people, there was a boom, so they offered 
people bonuses and shares in L&H.” “His motivation 
was generous,” Jeff Wandler reflected. “He thought 
that people would work harder if they had a stake in 
the company. But it didn’t work out that way at all. It 
just created a sense of entitlement.” 

“It became a golden handcuff for the company,” Mike 
reflected. “Every time they quit, or you have to fire 
them, you’ve got to buy them out. As the company 
became more successful, it became a huge capital cost.” 

Not all the partnerships were given to loyal tradesmen 
on the shop floor. Some of the shares went to the staff 
of Jerry Aarsby’s retail group. The split ownership 
created a simmering tension between the shop floor 
and the retail store that would cause problems a 
decade later. But in the mid-1980s, those tensions were 
not evident. Leon Wandler had survived the oil field 
bust by expanding into the mines, and turning L&H 
into an authentic family enterprise.  

Jerry Aarsby began as the L&H accountant in 1964. He became 
Leon’s partner after Hank Barney retired. Aarsby played a major role 
in the development of real estate assets in south Gillette and the 
1982 expansion of L&H to its new shop. He handled the company’s 
financial affairs and directed retail investments until the retail 
and industrial groups became separate companies in 1992. 
(Larry Aarsby.)

Marion Shovel Co. gives L&H its first coal mine shovel repair job
YEAR IN

HISTORY
1978
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hit, it was empty. You could roller skate in this place. 
I remember that my after-school job was to crawl over 
the piles of chips and clean up after the machinists. 
And then, all of a sudden, no one was working.” 

Leon laid off workers, cut hours, cut wages, and 
survived. “He was one of the few people with a 
belly for this,” Jeff remembered. “He was one of the 
very few oil field-related companies that survived 
in Gillette. Everybody else pulled out, went down.” 
Oil crashed, but the coal mines survived. Leon 
mortgaged the ranch, bought equipment out of 
his own pocket, re-tooled the shop, and began 
the process of transforming L&H into a mining 
repair company. 

Leon also put the family to work. His brother Rick was 
an accomplished machinist. He ran the night shift. By 
1982, Lee Wandler had become a brilliant mechanic in 
his own right. Leon’s daughter Laura worked in the 
tool bin. Jeff started in 1980, and Mike began working 
as a machinist on the shop floor in 1982. 

“All of the great trades people of the time were 
leaving,” Mike remembered, “because [Leon] had cut 
their wages and made them all mad. So guess what, 
he put me on the machines. Instead of shoveling 
chips, and cleaning up, dad said, ‘Go make that pin. 
I’ll show you how.’ They could not cut my wage. I 

was at minimum wage, already. Everybody else was 
outraged. I got a lot of opportunities very early in life 
because of that down turn.” As it turned out, Mike 
loved machines and technology. Everybody could see 
that he had his father’s gift. At 16, he was doing field 
service at the mines. By 17, he was the supervisor of 
the machine shop. “There was nobody left, so I got 
thrown into being the supervisor.”

Leon added a group of young men whose personal 
loyalty to the family was more critical than their skill 
on the machines: friends of the boys, young men 
with trouble at home, young men from local ranch 
families who lived on the constant brink of disaster 
and foreclosure. Some came to the shop as teenagers 
and pushed brooms until they learned how to run the 
machines. No one had a college degree. They were 
not engineers or skilled tradesmen like Hank Barney 
or Clarence Bishop. They were not Leon’s equals. 
They learned on the job, and they worked cheap. 
L&H was their school, and Leon Wandler was 
their professor.

Survival took a toll. Leon became convinced that his 
small job shop could not compete against the mines 
for highly skilled tradesmen. The only guarantee 
against getting caught up in the next bust was 
to charge low prices for work, pay low wages to 
workers with entry level skills, and teach them how 
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When the oil economy collapsed in 1982, L&H 
found a new future in the coal mines of the 
Powder River Basin. (L&H Industrial.)

The booming oil fields of Wyoming allowed L&H to 
prosper in the 1960s and 70s, but when the bottom fell 
out of the market in 1982, Leon was forced to re-tool the 
shop and reach out to the coal mines. 
(L&H Industrial.)
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Betty Wandler had known since they were small children that her sons were as different 
as three boys could be. Lee Wandler was more a product of his father’s generation than 
his own. He had gone to work at L&H in 1974, at the age of 15. Leon had given him his 
first stock in the company seven years later when Lee was 22. Lee had been shaped by 
the crucible of the 1980s when times were tough. Through hard work he had earned 
every privilege that came with ownership. 

It was characteristic of Leon’s relationship with all three sons that each found a distinct 
place in the company, arms length from Leon, where they could master their own skills 
and be their own men. For Lee Wandler, it was the mechanic shop. Even as a teenager, 
Lee could break down an engine or transmission and reassemble it with a master’s 
touch. Throughout his teenage years, he had owned and re-built a dozen cars. He drove 
the fastest hot rod in Gillette, and looked at auto work as a school on wheels. “Leon 
would only show us how to do something one time,” Lee recalls. “But hot rods gave us 
lots of experience fast. We spent hours breaking engines apart and rebuilding them.” It 
was clear early on that Lee would rather be covered in grease working on a transmission 
in the shop than sitting in a board meeting planning the company’s future. 

He shared his father’s attitudes toward business and the company’s future. He accepted 
the limits of working in the isolation of the oil fields of the Powder River Basin. In fact, 
he embraced them. He developed no global interests beyond the horizon. He was deeply 
distrustful of government regulation and the bureaucratic organization of the mines. He 

SECOND GENERATION 
Three Sons, Two Visions

2Leon would only show us how to do something 
one time. But hot rods gave us lots of experience 
fast. We spent hours breaking engines apart 
and rebuilding them.

Lee Wandler



40 Second Generation   |   41

had little interest in corporate management. But he 
had a deep entrepreneurial streak, and by the 1990s 
he had developed a laser-like focus on the oil fields. 
After the bust in 1982, no one was building new 
drilling units, but L&H had a steady flow of repair 
work on pumps and drawworks. 

Lee knew every pump and derrick in the region, 
which parts had been repaired, and which ones 
needed repair. 

In 1993, with the shop spending more and more 
time on work for the coal mines, an oil field service 
company from Texas showed up in L&H’s backyard 
promising on-site repair services. Lee took action. 
Rather than relying on loyal customers to bring work 
to the shop, he launched an oil field service division to 
support L&H crews who went into the fields for repair 
work. He hired Al Brady, a tall, tough, jack-of-all-
trades, who had gone into the oil fields when he was 
16 and done just about every job a roustabout could 
do over 20 years. Lee and Al steadily built the oil field 
service division into $1.5 million in annual sales. 

“Lee was an amazing, quiet, soft-spoken, incredible 
visionary,” Brady remembers. “He didn’t like the 
big corporation mentality. He didn’t like the whole 
scheme of taking L&H to the next level. His passion 
was always to build the oil field business. We were 

the first company in Gillette to have a full service 
repair facility. Nobody used cranes in the field at that 
time. So we would take a team out to the rigs, pull 
the unit down, bring it back to the shop and create 
business because the pumping units needed work, 
welding, machining, and new bearings.”

Lee Wandler, Leon’s oldest son, was a master mechanic, and shared 
his father’s love of the oil fields. During his 26-year tenure at L&H, 
Lee ran the mechanic shop, built the oil field service division, and 
became president after Leon’s heart attack. (L&H Industrial.)

YEAR IN

HISTORY
Propane accident starts fire and almost burns down L&H shop 1979

Over the years, Leon increasingly depended on family and a handful 
of longtime employees to manage the business. By 1984, this group 
included (l to r) Joe Drefchinski, Lee Wandler, Mike Wandler, Leon, Jeff 
Wandler, and Rick Wandler. (L&H Industrial.)
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Allen wrenches for each work bench. The cost was 
insignificant, but Leon erupted. “Dad thought it was 
wasteful to spend a few dollars on Allen wrenches. 
He didn’t value the tradesman’s time as worth 
anything. What he did value was the fact that I had 
spent a few hundred dollars on Allen wrenches.” It 
was one of many clashes Mike would have with his 
father as he began to take control of the shop.  

Mike set his course. Like his father and his older 
brother, Mike would make his life in the shop. When 
he was a senior at Campbell County High School, 
he begged his parents to allow him to drop out. He 
knew what he wanted to do, and nothing in school 
excited him as much as the machines in the shop. 
With only a semester to go, Leon and Betty resisted. 
“We told him that if he finished high school he could 
work in the shop full time and we wouldn’t bother 
him about college,” Betty remembered.

One night Mike came sheepishly to his mother to 
confess a secret. “Has the principal called?” he asked. 
“No. Why would he?” Betty answered. “I’m going 
to get in trouble at school,” Mike replied. Then Betty 
learned that her quiet, shy son and his buddies had 
taken a welding truck from L&H, sneaked onto 
the campus at Campbell County High School, and 
welded a penis and testicles onto the high school’s 
mascot, a hulking iron camel. 

“When he told me what he had done,” Betty 
remembered, “I had to turn away so he wouldn’t 
see me laughing.” The principal never called. 
The identity of the midnight-welder was never 
discovered. Mike dropped out. The next day he took 
his GED exam, passed with flying colors, and closed 
the book on high school. The next year he taught the 
machine shop class at Campbell County High School. 

Mike bought his first stock in the company in 1988. 
“My dad called one day and said, ‘There are six 
thousand dollars worth of shares available. How 
many do you want?’ So I talked to my wife, and we 
decided together, ‘We’ll take a couple of thousand.’ I 
called dad back and he said, ‘No. You’re gonna take 
all six thousand.’ I had to go back and tell my wife. It 
almost caused my divorce. But it was the best thing I 
ever did. Dad knew that I needed to get those shares.” 

For almost a decade, Mike sat quietly at L&H 
board meetings, listening to his father dominate the 
decision-making. He watched his father’s command 
and control management style on the shop floor. 
He listened to the harsh language Leon used with 
employees. He witnessed his father’s hatred of 
government oversight. He saw the employees work 
until they were exhausted and cut corners on safety. 
He resolved that if he ever got the chance to run the 
place, he would be different.

It was hard work on a thin margin. The price of oil had 
dropped to $6 a barrel. “It was pretty intense,” Brady 
recalled. “You worked as hard as you could as long 
as you could, and the only way to make any profit 
was by getting as much business as you could get 
pumped through the shop.” Leon repaid Lee’s loyalty 
with promises that when he retired, if he ever did, Lee 
would inherit the company. He had earned it. 

Mike Wandler was Betty’s “baby.” The youngest 
of five children, he was quiet and lived in a dream 
world of technology and gadgets. As a child he 
sat for hours in the basement watching television, 
marveling at the newest computers, cell phones, and 
mechanical toys. He admired his older brothers, but 
he was more visionary than Lee and more introverted 
than Jeff. He bought a ’69 Camero when he was 14, 
and worked on it for four years until he was satisfied 
that it was “running right.” He went to work in the 
machine shop that year, and spent every hour he 
could after school and on the weekends at L&H. 

He shared his father’s love of technology and 
innovation. At age 17, over the vocal objections of 
his father, the board of directors recommended that 
Mike be made supervisor of the machine shop. “I 
remember dad being furious about it, saying I wasn’t 
ready and there’s no way I could do that job. He 
was beside himself angry about it.” But despite his 
opposition, Leon had no reasonable alternative. Mike 
took the job with a chip on his shoulder. “I had a real 
incentive from that point to prove him wrong.” 

For years, Mike had chafed at the inefficiency of 
skilled tradesmen scrounging around the shop, 
wasting time, looking for Allen wrenches and 
other small tools. One of his first acts as machine 
shop supervisor was to buy a complete set of 

Mike Wandler inherited his father’s love for state-of-the-art technology. 
Even as a teenager he was an accomplished machinist. He became 
supervisor of the machine shop at the age of 18. He was obsessed with 
developing ways to bring the computer revolution into the L&H shops 
and offices. (L&H Industrial.)
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In 1992, Leon made one of the most brilliant 
personnel decisions he had ever made. “My dad 
actually took me to lunch one day and asked me 
to go out and be our first full-time salesman,” 
Jeff remembered. “He didn’t say, ‘Build a sales 
department.’ He just said, ‘Do you want to start 
calling on customers? You would be good at it, and 
you could make a good living.’” It was counter-
intuitive for Leon. It was a decision made to fit 
his son’s personality and an evolving sense of the 
company’s priorities. In the past, Leon had never put 
stock in marketing his labor. In boom times, work 
had walked in the front door. 

Leon believed that he ran the best job shop in 
Gillette. His customers knew him, and knew his 
work. He didn’t need to market himself. “Neither dad 
nor Lee believed in sales,” Mike remembered. “Dad 
thought, ‘Build it and they will come.’ If you can fix 
somebody’s problem, they will keep coming back to 
you. Dad’s real thing was that he hated overhead. He 
was that old shop guy who believed that everybody 
should be out on the floor running a machine, and 
you don’t really need anybody in the offices. He 
didn’t really value anybody who wasn’t out there 
making chips or welding.” And yet, by 1992, Leon 
could see that competitors were aggressively calling 
on the mines, hustling for work. He understood that 
sales and marketing would become essential to the 

company’s growth, and  he understood that Jeff was 
well suited to the challenge.

Leon asked Jim Clikeman, the new L&H chief 
financial officer, to provide guidance. “Leon says 
to me, ‘You can help him out a little bit,’” Jim 
remembered. “Jeff came literally with holes in his 
blue jeans and long greasy hair. I tried to give him as 
tactful advice as I could, and he was like a sponge. 
One day he woke up and decided to change his 
whole image.”

No one, least of all Jeff, knew exactly how to build 
a sales strategy. He was not the manager of a sales 
department. He had no one reporting to him. But 
Jeff knew how to build relationships. He loved being 
with customers. He was determined to figure it out. 
Most of all, sales provided Jeff his own space to 
operate within the company. Leon gifted Jeff stock in 
the company, and Jeff took a small desk in the corner 
of the machine shop. 

Jeff and Jim appreciated how important sales would 
be to the company’s growth, but the culture of the 
shop floor looked down on sales as the soft side of 
the company. Employees, steeped in the culture of 
long hours bent over a lathe, fed off of Leon and 
Lee’s disinterest in sales. In the company, like the 
family, Jeff was still the odd man out. 

L&H builds new shop in south Gillette 
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Jeff Wandler, the middle son, had worked in the 
L&H shop as a teenager. Leon had taught Jeff to 
machine and weld in the garage at the ranch, and 
he had developed a niche in the more obscure shop 
specialties, like metalizing. It was a tedious, toxic, 
and complicated job of laying liquid metal on steel 
in uniform, even layers. It was an essential process 

in the shop, but hard to master. Unlike his brothers, 
Jeff’s heart was never in the machine shop. “It was 
the difference between having a career that was good 
enough, and having one you love,” he remembered. 
“The honest truth is I didn’t want to be my uncle 
Rick. I didn’t want to be 60 years old, working the 
night shift, running the same boring mill. In junior 
high and high school, when my buddies were going 
off to do something, play sports, or whatever, and 
I was heading down to the shop to sand blast, or 
clean parts, or sweep, or dig chip pans out, I hated 
that. But I didn’t know there was anything else to do. 
Nobody told me, or showed me.” 

Jeff was social. He loved being with people. One day, 
after school, when he was in junior high, he skipped 
out on work and decided to hang out with his 
buddies. “I showed up at the shop at quitting time, 
five or six o’clock. My dad was livid. Livid! He let 
me have it, and I never did it again. So I knew it was 
never okay to take the afternoon off. I got killed over 
that. All the way home, I got killed. It wasn’t, ‘Do 
you want to be here, and what do you want to do?’ It 
was like, ‘Get your butt down here, you’re working.’” 
Jeff graduated from high school, but he hated college. 
He struggled with alcohol and drugs. He moved to 
Arizona for a few years. When his daughter, Briana, 
was born in 1990, Jeff quit using drugs and returned 
to L&H, committed to making a new start. 

Jeff Wandler had the skills of a first-rate machinist, but not the 
passion. He eventually found his niche as leader of the L&H sales and 
expansion strategy where he developed the company philosophy of 
selling value, quality, and service rather than price. (L&H Industrial.)
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Dustin Bleizeffer was one of dozens of young men that Leon 
personally trained. “I don’t want to spend my life covered in grease,” 
Dustin told Jeff one day after work. “I want to be a writer.” Bleizeffer 
went on to become the energy correspondent for the Casper Star 
Tribune and editor of the online news journal wyofile.com
(L&H Industrial.)

By 1995, Lee ran the Mechanical Shop. Mike ran 
the Machine Shop. Roy Watkins, Sr. ran the Weld 
Shop. Jeff had a vague outline of what he wanted 
to accomplish in sales. Jim Clikeman, L&H’s steady 
rudder, kept the company on track financially. 
It was an unwieldy system held together by a 
forceful patriarch. The departments operated like 
independent fiefdoms, without coordination. 
“We were competing, actually. We were pulling in 
opposite directions,” Mike recalls. “It was set up 
like three silos. We drove each other crazy.” Lee 
wanted to expand in the oil fields, but it was unclear 
whether his interest was personal or corporate. Roy 
Watkins wanted to expand the weld shop, which had 
outgrown its space, but Lee and Leon had little interest 
in welding. Mike wanted to buy new Computer 
Numerical Control (CNC) machines and upgrade 
production capabilities, but left it to Jeff to find work 
for technology that seemed unsuited for a job shop.

The three sons were locked into dependence on each 
other, but they were not accountable to each other. 
They shared ownership of the company, but they did 
not share a common vision for its growth.

HEART ATTACK 
Leon led the company with an iron fist for 30 years, 
but he had never established a succession plan. And 
then, a few days after Easter 1996, he told Betty 

he was feeling sick and needed to take a walk. He 
hiked a half-mile down the ranch road out onto the 
sagebrush prairie and collapsed. In the middle of a 
heart attack, he turned around and walked the half-
mile back home. 

Doctors told Leon he would eventually need a heart 
transplant. In the meantime, he learned to take better 
care of himself and began to disengage from L&H. 
He came to the shop less and less, and when he 
did, he enjoyed working on his own projects more 
than leading the company. It was the beginning of a 
five-year ordeal during which L&H would be torn 
between three sons and two competing visions. None 
of the three had executive experience. They did 
not have college educations. They had not studied 
business, marketing, or management. They were not 
prepared to lead a modern company. And yet, Leon’s 
heart attack forced them to lead. Betty Wandler 
understood immediately. “They were so different. 
There was no way those three could run the 
company together.”

As the eldest and most experienced of the three, 
Lee became president of L&H. Employees and 
customers were loyal to Lee. He kept the flame of 
the old roughneck culture alive. When workers 
grew frustrated with reforms introduced by the 
younger brothers, they turned to Lee. But he spent 
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all-trades, master of none; 80 percent of our business 
comes from 20 percent of our customers.” 

None of these problems surprised the leadership 
group, but implementation of essential reforms 
was blocked by the shop culture of the 1980s and 
the leadership’s inability to make and stick with 
decisions and new policies.

During this period, the brothers often worked at 
cross-purposes. They argued about big problems and 
small: the color of company pickup trucks, the future 
of the company’s satellite shop in Rock Springs, 
safety and drug testing, and the balance between 
oil field work and mine work. They spent hours 
sketching the shapes and colors of the company logo. 
Too often the attention to small details postponed 
attention to big questions. Mike wanted to move the 
company beyond repair work. He wanted to use new 
CNC machines to transform L&H from a job shop 
into a manufacturing company. He wanted to raise 
wages and hire engineers and younger tradesmen 
with CNC training. Jeff wanted to develop new 
markets. “It wasn’t to Chile or Mexico,” he recalled. 
“We weren’t thinking globally back then. It was to 
Nevada and North Dakota and mines in Idaho.” 
Lee’s heart remained on the shop floor and in the oil 
fields, where he pursued his own vision to build an 
integrated oil production and repair service. 

After Leon’s heart attack, the first major challenge 
to the brothers came from Bucyrus-Erie (B-E), one 
of the original equipment manufacturers (OEM) of 
mining shovels and draglines. It was a straight-up 
competitive challenge. Both B-E and its rival, P&H, 
came to Gillette looking for a way to open machine 
and weld shops to service their mining equipment 

Roy Watkins was convinced that L&H could make money 
if it expanded its weld shop and improved the quality of 
its welding equipment. After Mike Wandler came home 
from a shipyard auction in 1997 with a new 30,000 square 
foot building, complete with crane system, Roy brought a 
new era of welding to L&H. (L&H Industrial.)

All three of Leon Wandler’s sons work at L&H
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long days in the field servicing oil rigs away from 
the management decisions inherent in his new 
job. Lee did not believe in micromanaging his 
shop supervisors. He explained his management 
philosophy in simple terms. “I believed like dad. Hire 
good people, and let them do their thing. As long 
as a supervisor is making money for the company, 
let him go.” It was an approach to management that 
reinforced the image of the company as a group of 
free-standing, competitive silos. 

Privately, outside the structure of L&H, Lee began to 
purchase oil wells. His interest in oil was consistent 
with the way that Leon’s “off-the-books” projects 
like Cyclone Drilling and Red Dog Field Services 
had blurred the lines between L&H and personal 
investment. It was a move that strengthened Lee’s 
personal commitment to the local oil economy, but 
pushed him farther away from his brothers’ interest 
in the mines and their efforts to rationalize L&H’s 
organization and long-term growth. 

Looking to the future, Mike, Jeff, and Jim turned 
to Larry Stewart and his staff at the University of 
Wyoming-based consulting group, which was 
then known as MAM-Tech, in Laramie. Stewart 
and his team met regularly with L&H management, 
consulting on marketing strategies, international 
growth, and training for employees. They also 

discussed ways to computerize production and 
improve job coordination. But over the course of 
five years, Stewart never met Lee Wandler.

Jim Clikeman was well aware of the emerging 
problems between the brothers. He pushed for the 
owners to focus on a “strategic plan” that might 
break down the silos and guide the company 
forward. In April 1997, Jim put his thoughts to paper 
under the title “Strategic Planning Homework.” 
Jim began by listing the company’s substantial 
strengths, but the essence of his memorandum 
focused on the company’s weaknesses. He noted 
that the company’s reputation “is not good with 
some mines. It has slipped; rework is L&H’s biggest 
problem.” These observations mirrored what Jeff was 
learning in the field during his sales calls. 

Jim also highlighted what Mike was discovering 
about the weaknesses of the organizational structure. 
“Labor force needs constant training; hands-on 
supervision; scheduling is a nightmare most of the 
time; deadlines are missed too often; we drop the ball 
on communication with customer.” 

He pulled no punches, detailing problems that had 
existed since the early 1980s, and grown worse since 
Leon’s heart attack. “Shop has a poor safety record 
overall; try to be everything to everybody; jack-of-
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operation. “I kept bugging him,” Roy remembered. 
“I finally talked him into buying a two-ton flatbed 
truck in Casper and rigging it up for field service. 
Field service is huge now, but back then Leon didn’t 
want any part of it. He kept telling me, ‘You can’t 
make any money at that.’” 

One day the argument boiled over. Leon told Roy he 
was wasting time and money on field service. Roy 
stood his ground, arguing that the welding truck 
would make more money for the company than the 
menagerie of machines Leon had collected over the 
years. Leon argued back: “If I had to justify every 
piece of machinery I had in here, I wouldn’t have 
half of it.” It was a poignant confession. Half the 
shop was dedicated to work. Half the shop had been 
dedicated to Leon’s imagination. 

Roy continued to advocate a new weld shop that 
would be better than any of L&H’s competitors, big 
enough to handle mine machinery, with a stronger 
crane system to handle heavy mine equipment. As 
often happened at L&H, events forced Leon’s hand. 
“We had a big boom in the welding shop,” Mike 
remembered. “And we had to use two cranes to roll 
it sideways. The cranes buckled, and the I-beam fell. 
The whole crane collapsed in the building. It was a 
very near miss. There could have been three or four 
fatalities if things had just been slightly different. At 

that point, we knew we needed bigger cranes.” What 
happened next is a case study in the bold “jump first, 
look later” initiative of L&H’s leadership culture. 
“We had finally made a strategic decision to expand 
the weld shop,” Jim remembered. “And Mike said, 
‘Well, if we get a good deal on the cranes, we’ll just 
build a building around them.’ We were thinking 
about building a 15,000 square foot weld shop.” 

No one knew exactly what Mike Wandler would 
come home with when he went to a shipyard auction 

The new weld shop, which opened in 1998, was large enough to handle 
repairs on 60-foot booms, haul truck beds, and massive dragline and shovel 
buckets. With this capacity, L&H was able to compete against the biggest, 
most well-equipped weld shops in the region. (L&H Industrial.)

in the Powder River Basin. L&H had been the 
authorized service and repair center for Bucyrus-
Erie, but if B-E and P&H set up their own shops, 
L&H’s customer base would collapse. L&H could not 
survive direct competition with the bigger OEMs. 

When a large equipment manufacturer proposed to 
buy L&H outright, the brothers found themselves 
at a crossroads. They told Leon that they did not 
want to sell the company. Selling to B-E would 
put everything the family had built over 30 years 
at risk; employees would be laid off, the shop 
would be downsized and broken up. They would 
lose their own careers. Rather than selling, they 
wanted to grow the company. It was an expression 
of raw audacity to believe that they could compete 
directly against an OEM service center. To meet the 
competitive threat, L&H would need to transform 
itself, and two steps were obvious.

THE DECISION TO BUILD A NEW WELD SHOP
Roy Watkins had owned his own welding shop in 
Gillette in the 1970s and early ‘80s during the oil 
boom. He had sold it after the oil fields crashed. 
He went to work for Leon hoping to learn how the 
mines worked, and then go back out on his own. But 
months had turned into years, and Roy appreciated 
that Leon treated him like an equal. He stayed at 
L&H, and succeeded Harland Hess as supervisor of 

the weld shop and the field welding service. Under 
Roy’s stewardship, the weld shop grew from seven 
employees to 20. 

Roy was a perfectionist, with a deep memory of 
every weld-job he had ever done in the region. He 
was the informal librarian of the shovel fleet in the 
Powder River Basin. “Roy knew every rig, every 
mine, every shovel number, and what modifications 
had been done on it in 1976, 1979, 1980,” Dan 
Carpenter recalled. “He knew, ‘It’s got this kind of 
adaptation to it, or it’s got this kind of modification 
on it.’” Roy Watkins knew what machines would 
need what work done on them, and he knew there 
were profits to be made if L&H recognized the 
opportunity. In the mid-‘90s, there were still several 
small weld shops in Gillette. But none of the shops, 
including L&H, could rebuild big mine machinery. 
No one had the space, the crane system, or the 
advanced welding technology to work efficiently 
on big mine shovels or draglines. If the OEMs set 
up shop in Gillette to service their own equipment, 
welding would be one of their core services. L&H 
could either expand its welding services, Roy argued, 
or stand still and lose customers to a new OEM shop. 

Leon was a hard sell. He looked on welding as a 
support service for the machine shop, and he was 
cynical about investing in a welding field service 
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Mike Wandler was afraid of heights. But when it became necessary 
to disassemble the huge shipyard building in Wisconsin and ship it 
to Gillette to become the new weld shop, Mike and L&H colleagues 
learned how to rappel from the rafters and did the job themselves.”
(L&H Industrial.)

in Sturgeon Bay, Wisconsin in 1996. Mike and his 
father loved to go to auctions together. It was their 
way of bonding, and discovering new machines that 
could be brought to Gillette to grow the shop. The 
auction at Sturgeon Bay involved a company that 
built minesweepers and tugboats in a 30,000-square 
foot building on the shores of Lake Michigan. In 
1996, the company’s lake front property was too 
valuable to be an industrial park, and the land 
had been sold to real estate developers. Leon was 
recovering from his heart attack. He and Betty were 
right behind Mike, driving their own car. But an 
hour outside of Sturgeon Bay, Leon’s heart began to 
give him trouble again, and Betty headed to a local 
hospital. Mike found himself all alone, without clear 
direction, staring at the rafters of a massive steel 
shipyard building and its crane system.

Mike bought the cranes. But in the middle of the 
auction he realized what he was really interested in 
was the building itself. It was twice the size that 
L&H had been planning. But Mike asked the 
auctioneer and owners, “What are you doing with 
this building?” His next call was to Jim. “This 
building is going to get scrapped. Do you think we 
should try to buy it?” 

The auctioneer added the building to the end of the 
auction, and for $175,000, Mike came home with 

the cranes and a 30,000-square foot, 90-foot tall steel 
building, with a full electrical system. It took 70 
semi-truck loads to move the building to Gillette. 
Jim supervised the construction. The height of the 
building was cut from 90 feet to 60. New cranes 
and a new gas system were installed. Workers laid 
a railroad track to move big projects through the 
building. Roy Watkins finally had his weld shop, a 
state of the art facility big enough to compete against 
anything the OEMs could develop locally. 

In 1997, when Bucyrus-Erie finally purchased one of 
L&H’s local competitors and established a regional 
service center, most mine and oil field customers 
were already using the new L&H facility. 

In the late 90s, the price of coal declined. Instead of 
buying new equipment, the mines limped along, 
repairing old equipment. The weld shop filled with 
work. It was a bonanza for L&H. Sales climbed steadily 
from $9.7 million in 1996 to $15.3 million in 1998, which 
became the most profitable year in L&H’s history. 
 
WORKPLACE SAFETY 
The second challenge to L&H in the 1990s was 
internal. The company’s safety record was terrible. 
Long work shifts continued to be a badge of honor 
among the workers, who held tightly to an ethic of 
personal responsibility and disdain for government 
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records. But rather than reducing injuries, the policy 
simply drove the treatment of injuries underground. 
No one wanted to be responsible for losing the 
bonus for his team. 

Federal workplace safety regulations had turned 
Leon Wandler’s ethic of personal responsibility 
upside down. For Leon, a worker who did not know 
how to run a machine had no business turning it 
on. It followed that if a worker was injured in an 
accident, it was his own fault: an act of personal 
irresponsibility. Leon had been known to fire injured 
workers on the spot. When OSHA showed up at 
L&H for annual audits or to follow up on complaints, 
Leon regularly ran them off the property. 

By the mid-1990s, L&H was paying some of 
the highest worker compensation premiums in 
Wyoming. Bad habits from the shop floor followed 
L&H crews out to the mines, where federal mine 
safety regulators counted accidents by sub-
contractors like L&H against the safety record of 
the mine. Maintenance supervisors at Rio Tinto and 
other local mines, who had regularly sent work to 
L&H, began to draw lines in the sand. If L&H didn’t 
clean up its safety problems, they would stop giving 
the company work. Mike remembered the pressure of 
being caught between his father and the mines. “The 
mines were saying, ‘You people are not safe enough. 

And in order to stay on our vendor list, you’ve got to 
be safer.’ The mines were such a big deal for us. If we 
had lost them, we would have been done.”

The real costs of an unsafe work place became 
too great to ignore. “We were paying $500,000 in 
workman’s compensation, which was ridiculous. We 
couldn’t afford that,” Jeff recalled. “What can you do 
with $500,000? You can buy a new CNC lathe. You 
can buy five new weld trucks. So when you look at 
that, it’s like, ‘Dumb us!’”

Hard-headed financial calculations weren’t the only 
thing driving Mike and Jeff. They had grown up in 
the shop. They knew how dangerous the machines 
could be. Every few years the company would be 
shocked out of its lethargy by a serious accident or 
near miss, and after a few months, the men on the 
shop floor would return to old habits. Then, on June 
26, 1998, a single event shook the company to its core. 
A 27-year-old machinist named John Romeo, who 
had worked for L&H for less than a year, got caught 
in the Cadet CNC lathe, and nearly killed himself.  

John had grown up in Southern California, but 
he was hard core Wyoming. He loved the culture 
of freedom and personal responsibility. He didn’t 
want to work in a union shop that might limit his 
individual freedoms. He was a third generation 

Mike Wandler becomes supervisor of the Machine Shop
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regulation. Les Shannon came to work at L&H in 
1988. “In 12 years I probably averaged 70 hours a 
week. And there were some weeks, on field jobs, that 
I had 120 hours.” Good workers burned out. Workers 
who could not handle the pressure quit or were fired. 
“Twelve hour days were standard back then. Seven 
days a week. If you wanted a day off you had to 
beg for it or call in sick,” Gary Whipkey recalled. 
He came to work at L&H in 1990 and remembered 
Leon’s blunt approach to safety. “Can I use four letter 
words?” he laughed. “Leon’s attitude was f*** it. Get 
it done. We don’t care what it takes, or what risks we 
gotta take. We’re gonna get this job done and get it 
out the door.’”

On the shop floor, no one wore safety glasses. 
Machinists regularly worked in tennis shoes instead 
of steel-toed boots. No one “tied off” in the field 
when they worked on rigs. “When I came to work 
here in 1997, it was literally like stepping back into 
the 1970s,” Billy Conzelman remembered. “The 
whole shop, even the offices, smelled like smoke. 
Everybody had an ashtray on his desk. The hands 
would walk through the shop with no safety glasses. 
It was a very hard core, rough, oil field mentality. 
And the shops were dark. You had to climb over 
piles of different projects just to find materials. It 
was obvious that safety was not a concern. It was 
all about production.” 

L&H had instituted broad guidelines for safety in 
the early 1990s, but they were boilerplate platitudes 
that no one paid attention to. Lee had mandated 
safety reforms, and new safety protocols and 
policies were posted on the walls, but the reforms 
had never penetrated deeply into the work culture 
on the shop floor where the “Get ‘er done” attitude 
prevailed among tradesmen and supervisors. 
The ownership group was unable to transform 
behavior on the floor while keeping the “old school” 
character of the shop. 

The company tried giving bonuses at the end of 
every month to teams that had the best safety 

Harland Hess became one of L&H’s first employees in 1966. He 
eventually supervised the weld shop and outlasted his entire 
generation. After 43 years, he retired in 2009 as the longest tenured 
employee in L&H history. (L&H Industrial.)
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stomach was in our shoes when that happened. And 
we all understood, ‘We can’t have this happen again. 
This can’t be allowed.’” Joe had a sinking feeling 
that the intimate, ‘watch out for the man next to 
you’ character of the shop was changing. Romeo’s 
accident was a signal that more machines and more 
workers would inevitably bring more rules. 

For some workers, John Romeo’s accident was 
so chilling that it made them think twice about 
working at L&H. The day of the accident was Bryan 
Ferguson’s first day at work. He had just retired from 
a 20-year career as a machinist in the Air Force where 
he had worked on parts that he could pick up with 
one hand. On his first day of work at L&H, he was 
surrounded by workers who were moving parts 
that weighed thousands of pounds. Bryan was 
just the kind of “new” employee that Mike and 
Jeff wanted to recruit. He had begun to learn CNC 
machining in the Air Force. He wanted a career, not a 
few weeks of work. But when he heard John Romeo’s 
screams, he thought, “What have I gotten myself in 
to?” His new job had landed him in a very dangerous 
place. “After being at L&H for a couple of months, I 
realized, ‘Wow! The mentality was ‘Get ‘er done.’ 
No matter what.’” The whole shop grasped 
instinctively what Bryan understood immediately 
after the Romeo accident: L&H had to change, and 
change with purpose. 

Workplace safety became the central issue of the 
generational divide that separated Leon, Lee, and 
the old guard from Mike, Jeff, and Jim Clikeman. 
Everyone wanted a safer workplace, but doing 
all that would have to be done to make the shops 
safe was another problem entirely. Joe Drefchinski 
reflected the ambivalence of the ownership group. 
“Deep down, we knew where we were going to have 
to go. But we didn’t like it. Not at all. 

Bryan Ferguson came to L&H in 1998 after a career in the Air Force. 
He was awestruck by the size and scale of L&H’s projects. On his first 
day of work, however, John Romeo’s accident made him wonder, “What 
kind of place did I get myself in to?” (Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)
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machinist who had moved from a CNC shop in 
Southern California that made tiny parts for medical 
devices. When he walked in the doors of the L&H 
machine shop, his eyes lit up. He had never seen 
machinery so big. 

John was working by himself one day in a small 
room off to the side of the main machine shop at 
L&H. He was making pull rods for the mechanics, 
and the one-inch diameter shaft of a rod was hanging 
out the end of the Cadet lathe, rattling as it spun. 
“I had actually put a collar on it to keep it from 
rattling around in that spindle shaft,” John 

remembered. “But apparently it was too small, and 
it kept rattling. So I walked around the machine to 
look at what was making all the noise.” On his way 
back the rod grabbed his shirtsleeve. The first thing 
he thought was, “Loose clothing! I should have 
known better.” The lathe was spinning at 400 rpm, 
and before he could gather his wits, the steel rod 
had lifted him off the floor and was spinning him 
head over heels, smashing him against the wall and 
nearby machines. “I got wound up like spaghetti on a 
fork.” He couldn’t breathe. His lung was punctured. 
His arm was shattered, and pulled loose from his 
shoulder. He went into shock. 

Mike Wandler was supervisor of the machine shop. 
He rushed to the scene and helped cut John out of 
the lathe. A deep, personal sense of responsibility 
swept over him. “John was making bolts that I 
had designed, and running a machine that I had 
bought and installed, in a room that I had set up.” 
Eventually, John came back to work at L&H, but he 
was off for two or three years, and he was miserable. 
“It’s hard to think about all the ways it changed his 
life,” Mike said. “From that point on, I had a burning 
desire not to have anybody hurt on my watch. It 
became personal for me.” 

Joe Drefchinski found himself torn between the old 
school way of working and the new realities. “Our 

John Romeo with Gillette General Manager Joel Christophersen at the 
panel of Romeo’s CNC lathe. After a major accident in the shop, it took 
Romeo two years to recover. He lost much of the use of his arm. But 
when he returned to work, he didn’t miss a beat, and emerged as an 
accomplished CNC machinist. (Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)
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people because if we needed welders, or mechanics, 
we went down to the local bar. That’s where we found 
them. Now, all of a sudden it was like, ‘We don’t want 
alcoholics here. We don’t want drug use here.’ And I’m 
thinking, ‘That’s where all our workers come from.’” 

Jeff Wandler remembers endless arguments and splits 
within the company leadership. “You can imagine 
what it was like to haggle over these things for five 
years. One of our workers is in the newspaper on a 
felony drug charge. Me and Mike are saying, ‘We’ve 
got to change.’ And you’ve got an old dog and the 
eldest son saying, ‘That won’t work. We’ll go broke 
if you idiots get rid of these people. We can’t afford 
good people. We need low-wage workers.’”

LEON RETIRES
The clash of cultures within L&H came to a head in 
1997. Leon held 54 percent of the company, but he 
had been slow to recover from his heart attack and 
was scheduled for a heart transplant in Los Angeles. 
His future was uncertain. He finally began to plan 
his estate. He agreed to sell the company to the 
boys and retire. “He was very generous. He gave 
us the company, and financed us over 20 years,” 
Mike remembered. “He still got monthly financial 
statements and frankly, if he had walked in at any 
moment he probably could have run the damn place 
and nobody would have stopped him. But he was 

totally dependent on our prosperity. He wasn’t sure 
whether our way was going to work. He wasn’t sure 
at all. As a matter of fact, he thought we were crazy 
and some day we would learn better and see the light 
and do it his way.”

Leon’s retirement broke the stalemate. Despite Lee’s 
skepticism, one of the first policies instituted by the 
new leadership was a drug-testing program. Jeff led 
the reform group commitment to drug testing. “It 

L&H purchases first CNC American Eagle lathe
YEAR IN

HISTORY
1990

After Leon’s heart attack and retirement, the future of L&H rested with 
his sons and two minority partners (l to r): Mike Wandler, Lee Wandler, 
Jim Clikeman, Jeff Wandler, and Joe Drefchinski. (Riverton Ranger.)

When you’ve got to put all the safety stuff in, it 
changes your whole outlook on work. We couldn’t 
work 24 hours straight anymore. But we knew 
[the change] was inevitable.”
 
FIGHTING DRUG ABUSE
Safety became a keyhole into a thicket of thorny 
problems that flowed from Leon’s dependence on 
low-wage, poorly trained workers. When Mike 
Wandler first went to work in the early 1980s, one of 
his jobs was to clean up the whiskey bottles and beer 
cans from the headstocks above the machines. “When 
I started here they were still allowing guys to drink 
when they ran their lathes and mills. As long as it was 
after ten o’clock,” he recalled. “They would be sipping 

off their pints, and then they would go to lunch and 
many of them wouldn’t even come back. I watched it 
happen as a kid. And there were people smoking pot 
in the shop, getting stoned, and doing their job.” 

By the 1990s, the roughneck culture of hard work, 
hard drinking, and drug abuse that Leon had 

tolerated in the 1970s had become a liability, and 
a serious economic threat to the company. In the 
world of heavy industry, there was no margin of 
error for a worker who lacked total attention to what 
he was doing. The heavy equipment being moved 
through the shop, and the high speeds at which 
machines worked, created an environment in which 
an inattentive worker could be torn apart or smashed 
to death in seconds. On location, the mines enforced 
a zero tolerance policy toward drugs or alcohol, 
and the Wyoming worker’s compensation program 
offered discounts to companies that instituted 
rigorous drug testing programs.

In 1997, Jeff was attending an Alcoholics Anonymous 
meeting in Gillette when the group began to talk about 
how a person with a drug or alcohol problem could 
get work in Gillette. Someone said, “If you can’t pass 
the drug test at the railroad or the mines, you can 
always get a job at L&H.” Jeff smoldered. “I about 
fell out of my chair. No one knew I was an owner of 
L&H. I thought, ‘That’s bull crap.’ I didn’t say a word, 
but I thought, ‘What a horrible reputation we have.’” 
After he got back to L&H, Jeff said, “Let’s stop picking 
up people at work release from the jail, and let’s stop 
hiring their drinking buddies.’” Leon, Lee, and most 
of the old school employees were skeptical. “I was not 
for drug testing back then. I wanted no part of it,” Joe 
Drefchinski remembered. “I was one of the old school 

I thought, ‘What a horrible 
reputation we have.’

- Jeff Wandler
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Evert Hill removing a propel shaft on an old David Brown hobbing 
machine. Durable, efficient, manual machines performed important 
duties at L&H even as the machine shops continued their steady 
conversion to CNC. (Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)

was the biggest fight that the owners ever had,” Jeff 
remembered. “I’m talking about standing up and 
screaming the worst words we could at each other. It 
was a terrible fight, with some people arguing, ‘We 
don’t have the right to question or judge people or 
accuse our employees, or do we?” The future of the 
company hung in the balance. In the end, the need 
to change was so compelling that several members 
of the management group who could not pass a 
drug test themselves ended up voting to require 
mandatory drug testing, even though it meant that 
they would have to leave the company.

The fight over drug testing also led Jeff, Mike, and 
Jim to a deeper revelation. “We couldn’t just demand 
drug testing,” Jeff recalled. “We had to find clean 
employees to work here. There were good people 
in Gillette who wouldn’t work here because of the 
drugs and alcohol. We didn’t know that because we 
had never asked them.”

What the reform group did next challenged Leon’s 
most cherished libertarian values. Instead of chasing 
OSHA away as Leon had done, they invited the 
inspectors in the front door to help L&H straighten 
out its safety problems. In Wyoming, no one had 
ever heard of such a thing; a company voluntarily 
turning itself in and asking for help. “It almost killed 
[Leon],” Jeff recalled. “He said, ‘You idiots are going 

to bankrupt the company and they are going to put 
you out of business.’ We said, ‘We’re going to do it 
anyway. We can’t seem to do it ourselves.’”
 
Workers split down the middle. Some of the 
company’s oldest employees couldn’t pass the drug 
test, and left. Others refused to take the drug tests 
on principle. Some workers opposed the tightened 
safety rules: the nuisance of goggles and boots, 
proper tie-offs, and relentless safety training. “It 
was painful,” Billy Conzelman remembered. “There 
were a lot of good employees that had problems with 
drugs and alcohol. The company mandated that they 
clean up or quit.” 

Management brought Behavior Science Technology 
into the shops to analyze how the workers did their 
jobs, what work was dangerous, and what specific 
jobs were most prone to accidents. They reinforced 
safety training and safety procedures from the 
company president to the entry-level workers. No 
one entered the shops without proper boots, glasses, 
and awareness, no matter who they were or why 
they were there. Even workers who cut through the 
shop as a quick route from their office to the parking 
lot after work, had to suit up for safety. 

It took five years to embrace safety as a core value, 
but hard work paid off. Between 2007 and 2014, L&H 
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reject the offer. They dominated the ownership group. 
Their reforms were beginning to take root. Lee kept 
his own counsel. He recognized that he had come to 
a crossroads. “I couldn’t do both the oil company and 
L&H. The oil company was doing well, and Mike and 
Jeff wanted L&H. It was just time for me to move on.”  

A year later, after L&H’s annual sales grew from $8 
million to $15 million, a merger and acquisitions firm 
approached L&H with a proposal that was twice as 
big as the Horsburgh and Scott offer. Once again, 
Mike and Jeff did not want to sell, but for Lee, the 
deal was too big to ignore. His part of a sale would 
allow him to focus on the oil fields. If his brothers 
wanted to keep L&H, the burden was on them to 
buy him out. He began to meet privately with Jim 
Clikeman to formulate a buy-out package. 

When Lee presented his proposal, it was a 
bittersweet moment for his brothers. “A little part of 
me was like, ‘Lee has been here a long, long time,’” 
Jeff reflected. “I felt bad. Blood is thicker than water, 
even though I didn’t agree with how Lee wanted to 
run the company.” Nevertheless, the brothers came 
to an agreement.

Lee’s departure turned the oil field service division 
upside down. Billy Conzelman remembered the 
upheaval. “There was a mass exodus when Lee 

finally got bought out. We still wanted to be in the oil 
fields, but how would we do it after we had lost all 
those hands who left with Lee. We just had to build 
a better group of guys to go do that work.”

From the hindsight of a decade, the buy-out 
represented a “win-win” solution. Lee Wandler moved 
into the original L&H shop across the street from the 
railroad, and founded Marlin Oil Company to develop 
and service wells in the Powder River Basin. He was 
back doing what he loved, with customers he liked, in 
the middle of the Wyoming oil patch. 

Jeff and Mike Wandler, Jim Clikeman, and Joe 
Drefchinski left the accountant’s office after signing 
the buy-out contract and went straight to Bailey’s 
restaurant. For three hours they discussed their 
vision for the future of the company. They talked 
about the changes they wanted to make, how they 
would do things differently, how they would grow, 
how they would integrate new technology into the 
shop. True to Leon Wandler’s spirit, they wrote their 
vision on a bar napkin. 

A VISION ON A NAPKIN
It seemed like Mike and Jeff Wandler and Jim 
Clikeman had been talking about their vision for L&H 
forever—or at least for a decade. The first step was to 
embrace Jim’s interest in strategic planning. Instead 

experienced only one lost time accident. By 2014, 
the company had been recognized by both Wyoming 
OSHA under the Employer Voluntary Technical 
Assistance Program and the Wyoming Mine 
Inspector as a Safe Contractor for five years running. 
It received the Governor’s Award every year from 
2010 through 2012, and the Sheridan facility was 
a Safety and Health Achievement Recognition 
Program honoree.

TO SELL OR NOT TO SELL
Lee Wandler was president of L&H, but he found 
himself more and more at odds with his brothers. 
Lee held 42 percent of the company’s stock, but on 
the eve of his heart transplant, Leon had gifted Mike 
and Jeff more stock in the company than he gave 
Lee. Rather than pushing Lee’s ownership over 50 
percent, Mike and Jeff’s combined stock became 
the majority interest in L&H. “It was an unequal 
distribution,” Mike recalled. “It wasn’t what Lee had 
expected. That started the downward spiral. So Lee 
unplugged and went in another direction.”

Driven by big profits, the company was moving into 
the mines and away from the oil fields where Lee 
had worked his whole life. For Mike and Jeff, who 
had come to the shop after the 1982 recession, mines 
were the core interest of the company. “I had had 
hundreds of talks with Lee about how miserable he 
was and how stupid he thought the mines were with 
all their safety regulations, and how that was going 
to bankrupt us,” Jeff remembered. “He was sure our 
way wouldn’t work. Something had to give.” 

Meanwhile, the OEMs continued to search for ways 
to set up service centers in the Powder River Basin. 
In 1997, Horsburgh and Scott (a future subsidiary 
of P&H) offered to buy L&H. Retired, Leon left the 
decision to his sons. Mike, Jeff, and Jim wanted to 

Lee Wandler was president of L&H, but his heart was on the shop 
floor and in the oil fields. Although less focused on managerial 
and organizational details, he paid great attention to customers 
and fieldwork. By the late 1990s, Lee was torn between his oil field 
business and L&H’s increasing mine service work. He accepted a 
buyout offer from his brothers in 2000. (L&H Industrial.)
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the company to be defined by the jobs. They wanted 
to be known for the way they treated their employees 
and their customers. They wanted to build a culture 
of service that was humble toward customers. They 
did not want to fight about warranties. They wanted 
to turn the traditional adversarial relationship 
with customers upside down. “Bring us your 
problems, and we will help you solve them,” Jeff 
told his salesmen. Turn service and integrity into a 
competitive advantage. They wrote down the words 
that would guide them; “honesty, integrity, loyalty, 
respect, accountability, being humble.” For three 
hours at Bailey’s lounge, they wrote it all down. 

Leon Wandler had never talked about values. It 
wasn’t the language of a job shop on the oil frontier. 
Within L&H, people would think he had gone crazy, 
turned soft. When the new owners revealed their 
plans, more than one employee whispered, “This will 
never work.” But Mike, Jeff, and Jim wanted to make 
clear from day one that they intended to transform 
the L&H culture from the inside out. 

In April 2001, the L&H management team updated 
the five-year strategic plan that Jim had first put on 
paper in 1997. For the first time, the plan echoed 
the priorities of its three new leaders. Next to each 
“action item” the owners listed who would be 
responsible for its implementation. 

In the area of human resources, they aimed to reduce 
employee turnover to 10 percent and establish a new, 
above average wage and benefit package to attract and 
retain good people. They set out to create a formal pay 
and evaluation structure with clear career paths. They 
wanted L&H to be the best place to work. The leaders 
also adopted “Key Strategies” to promote growth by 
diversifying sales, aiming to derive 33 percent of the 
company’s revenues from manufacturing new parts 
by 2005. Another goal sought to bring in a third of the 
company’s work from areas outside of the company’s 
existing four-state market area. Finally, they hoped 
to find two new market opportunities, outside of the 
railroad, oil field, and mining industries.

It was a bold initiative, almost completely without 
foundation. In 2001, 95 percent of L&H’s revenues 
were tied to service, repair, and job shop work, and 
95 percent of the company’s customers were in 
Wyoming. The success of L&H in the new century 
would rest squarely on the unique personalities of its 
three leaders, and their ability to develop their own 
interests while breaking down the organizational 
silos that had kept L&H from growing. Most of all, 
they would have to answer the question that Jim 
Clikeman often asked himself, “When are we going 
to start pulling together?” 

Gases Plus and Aarsby Group separate from L&H
YEAR IN
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of tying themselves to the next project that walked in 
the door, they started thinking long term, five years, 
ten years into the future. The decision to take a longer 
view changed the way they looked at other problems. 
When the problem of creating a safe workplace was 
seen through the lens of long term planning, it became 
obvious that they needed to bring new employees into 
the company, people who were more professional, 
more career-oriented, more stable. 

“We wanted to change the command and control 
culture that we grew up in to a teamwork culture 
where we actually empowered our employees,”  Jeff 
remembered. “That was difficult to do. We had a lot of 
people here who liked being told what to do. They liked 
being screamed at. ‘Hey, did you see Leon chew that 
guy’s butt?’ We were tired of the disrespect. We wanted 
people to think for themselves and be self-driven.”

Since the early 1990s, they had also wanted to escape 
the economy of Campbell County, Wyoming. “We 
knew we wanted to be world class,” Jeff Wandler 
remembered. “We didn’t know exactly what that 

meant or how we would do it, but we knew that if 
we stayed tied to the local Wyoming coal and oil 
markets, we would always be vulnerable to boom 
and bust. To grow, we had to be willing to move out 
into the world.” 

As they talked, the new owners envisioned 
computerized, precision machining in the job shop. 
“We didn’t just want to repair broken things. Over the 
decades we had reverse-engineered a lot of equipment. 
We knew how to make things better. We wanted to 
upgrade our equipment, and work smarter, with 
state of the art equipment,” Mike Wandler explained. 

It was a creative vision that would bring them into 
direct competition with large manufacturers. From 
his position in the sales department, Jeff Wandler had 
come to understand the roller coaster economics of 
a job shop. “The job shop’s worst enemy is unbilled 
time. When you have 175 employees, which we had 
in 2000, and you are trying to pay them 40 hours a 
week to keep them, if you don’t have work for them, 
one month can erode eight months worth of profits. 
We were tired of the whole roller coaster, and we 
imagined that if we became manufacturers of new 
parts we could fill in the valleys.”

The new owners had watched thousands of projects 
come and go through the shop, but they did not want 

We didn’t just want 
to repair broken things.

- Mike Wandler
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Cody Klein welding a new boom for the BNSF bucket wheel 
in the L&H weld shop. (Kacey Klein. L&H Industrial.)

The challenges of manual machining continued to inspire Gary Whipkey in 
2014 after nearly a quarter century with L&H. (Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)
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Leon Wandler had always loved new machines: At least he loved new old machines. 
Leon’s idea of a vacation was to stop by the bank, shake hands with the banker on an 
open line of credit, and head to an auction. He loved nothing better than bidding on an 
old, antiquated, broken down lathe or drill, then rebuilding it one gear and bearing at a 
time into a machine that was better than it had been in its prime. In the mid-1980s, most 
of the machines in the L&H shop had been bought used and reconditioned or modified 
by Leon. These were tough, heavy, manual machines from the early twentieth century. 

Clarence Bishop compared Leon’s approach to machines with the shop’s joke about 
an infamous Irish knife. “It’s had three new blades and two new handles, but it’s still 
a good knife.” In 2012, the shop finally junked a 1907 Fellows vertical gear shaper, not 
because the machine was worn out, but because Leon had passed away and replacement 
parts were impossible to find.

Even in 2013, the shop regularly used an old Blanchard Grinder, driven by a leather 
belt that had been manufactured and shipped to its first shop in 1927. Industrial grade 
leather suppliers had long since disappeared along with the old machines, so shop 
foreman Les Shannon turned to a local Gillette saddle shop to build new belts. 

In the 1970s, an entirely new kind of machine began showing up on the floors of America’s 
most sophisticated manufacturers; machines Leon Wandler had no experience with 
and no practical use for. They were part of the computer revolution. A new generation 

CNC REVOLUTION 
Bringing the Computer into a Job Shop

3“We thought of Mike as a techno-junkie, 
because he was always looking at new 
technology, trying to take us into the electronic 
age. Mike was a visionary that way. There were 
a lot of us old timers who couldn’t see bringing 
CNC into a job shop. But Mike had the insight to 
know that when you take the human out, then 
you take human error out.

Les Shannon 
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very well. It wasn’t a good machine to begin with, 
and it was really terrible after it was 20 years old.”
Leon’s experience had taught him that he could buy a 
used machine and restore it, but the American Eagle 
proved to be a challenge beyond his reach. Mike 
spent two years beating his head against the wall 
trying to get the American Eagle to work. He spent 
hour after hour writing code on an old punch hole 
ticker tape typewriter to give the drill its instructions. 
Finally, in frustration, he hired a young engineer who 
had been running small CNC machines at the Dakota 
Arms gun manufacturer in Sturgis, South Dakota.

Mike Wandler met Troy Allee at a wedding in 
Gillette, and it took Mike no time at all to ask, “Do 
you know how to run CNC’s?” “I said, ‘Oh, yeah.’ 
We had them in school. We had them at Dakota 
Arms,” Troy remembered. “Little did I know what 
I was getting into. I came here, and that thing—we 
couldn’t even get it to run half the time. It was an old 
tape-driven machine from the ‘70s, and it wouldn’t 
cut anything right.” 

The failure of the first CNC experiment rippled 
through the company. Tradesmen in the shop 
ridiculed the idea that CNC machines had any 
usefulness in a job shop. “The machinists hated it,” 
Troy remembered. “They would say, “We’ve always 
done it the old way, the manual machine way, 

because we build parts one at a time.’ They would 
say, ‘There’s no way you can beat me by the time you 
program it. I can build it faster than you can.’” 
Part of the problem was speed, Mike argued, but the 
bigger problem was the inability of tradesmen to 
make a consistent product. “Back in the ‘80s, a lot of 
the tolerances and fits were left up to the tradesman. 
People worked from sketches or samples, and it took 

Troy Allee, a young mechanical engineer from South Dakota, was the 
first CNC machinist Mike hired. He spent two years trying to get Mike’s 
old American Eagle CNC lathe to work. The bias against computer 
technology was so deep inside the L&H shops that Troy told no one 
that he was a college-trained engineer. (L&H Industrial.)

of mechanical engineers called them Computer 
Numerical Control (CNC) machines. By programming 
the moves, angles, and cuts of the machine into a 
computer memory, the machine could reach precise 
tolerances that even the best manual machinist could 
not copy. More importantly, a CNC machine could 
hold its precision movements over and over, piece 
after piece. The ability to perfectly replicate a part was 
essential on a production line. It was less obvious how 
valuable CNC machines would be in a job shop 
where repair work on a specific broken, bent, or 
stripped piece of machinery required the individual 
touch of a tradesman more than the math skills of a 
computer programmer.

By 1990, Mike Wandler had been supervisor of the 
machine shop for five years. Despite his youth, he 
was a trusted member of Leon’s inner circle, and like 
Leon, Mike loved to attend machine auctions. Mike 
was already dreaming of a different future. He was 
fascinated with computers and the potential of CNC. 
“Dad and I were the crazy guys,” Mike recalled. “We 
were the guys who would push the limits, and do 
stuff…just because we wanted to do it. And everyone 
else could like it or lump it. It wasn’t a good way to 
do things, but that’s how we operated. That’s how I 
had been taught.” It was a style of management that 
characterized L&H through two generations; jump 
into new technology on impulse and experiment until 
the business strategy catches up.

Leon understood the potential of the computer 
revolution, but he was cautious. He had purchased 
an old Pratt and Whitney NC drill in the ‘80s because 
machinists could not consistently duplicate a bolt 
hole pattern. Given a simple task, the Pratt and 
Whitney drill had earned its keep. When Leon came 
home from an auction in 1990 with a first generation 
American Eagle CNC lathe, everyone in the shop 
was surprised—everyone except Mike. “He didn’t 
really know what he was getting. But he knew we 
should go that direction,” Mike remembered. “It was 
a terrible, old American Eagle machine. Twenty years 
old. It was ancient when he bought it. It didn’t work 

Mike Wandler carried Leon’s commitment to technological innovation to 
a new level when he pushed his father to invest in computer numerical 
control (CNC) machines. It took Mike a decade to win the company over 
to his vision. By 2014, L&H shops included the most sophisticated CNC 
machine tools in the country. (L&H Industrial.)
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CNC lathe in 1998, Dave Holwell remembered that 
the machine sat idle for months waiting for work. 
“Everybody gave Mike a hard time about it. Back 
in those days, it was an ungodly amount to spend 
on a machine. It was a huge investment. And it sat 
there and sat there. Mike sweated bullets for a long 
time before that machine started making money and 
staying busy.”

For three years, the CNCs continued to do small 
projects. Machinists adapted the power of the 
CNCs to job shop work, but the true potential of the 
machines could not be realized with one-off jobs that 
did not require the precision or the ability to replicate 
complicated moves that the machines were capable 
of. The power of CNC machines was a mismatch for 
the small jobs they were doing. 

In 1997, with Leon recovering from his heart attack, 
Mike and Jeff became convinced that L&H needed 
a proper engineering department to build internal 
support for CNC and to design the kinds of new parts 
that would make a CNC machine pay for itself. 
They needed to get Troy Allee back in the company, 
and they needed Steve Metzger’s lifetime of 
experience with mine equipment repair. They also 
needed a new kind of customer who valued the 
precision that CNC machining represented. The 
railroads were a possibility. Burlington Northern Santa 

Fe (BNSF) had substantial interests in Wyoming. But 
L&H had done only small, local jobs for the railroads. 

Jeff hit the road in search of customers, and Mike 
called Troy Allee. “They decided that they were 
going to market to the railroad, and the railroad 
required engineered product,” Troy remembered. 
“The railroads liked that we could improve stuff 
here, but they wanted an engineer to look at plans 
to make sure that the improvements would last. So 
we got to talking about it, and I said, ‘Yeah, I’ll come 
back and do that.’”

Meanwhile, Steve Metzger was looking for a job. The 
parent company of Marion had just been acquired by 
Bucyrus-Erie, and Metzger couldn’t imagine working 
for the mine equipment manufacturer that he had 
competed against for so many years. He agreed to 
come to work for L&H. 

As comfortable as Metzger was with his friends at 
L&H, he had a chip on his shoulder. L&H didn’t need 
a mechanical engineer with 20 years of experience 
in the coal mines just to repair broken parts, no 
matter how good their craftsmanship was. Steve 
wanted to design and build new machines. The 
leadership of L&H was not quite so convinced. CNCs 
offered the opportunity to move L&H into original 
manufacturing and mass production. But designing 

Jim Clikeman replaces Jerry Aarsby as Chief Financial Officer
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a lot of figuring by the machinists. If you had five 
different machinists, they would figure it five ways. 
So you would end up with five different shafts.”
It was a Paul Bunyan moment at L&H: the nobility 
and craft of the tradesman against the precision and 
speed of the computer. After months of trying, Troy 
finally broke through with the American Eagle. He 
built a wrist pin for an oil-pumping unit. It was a 
small but complicated part with a tapered end and 
narrow threads. A good machinist could make the 
part in two or three hours. Troy made the pin on the 
American Eagle in 45 minutes. 

Still, the debate raged on. Allee could make a 
pin in 45 minutes if the American Eagle worked, 
but it rarely worked. Why spend all that time 
programming the computer to make one part? Leon 
lost interest. Troy Allee moved back to Sturgis to his 
job at Dakota Arms. The only person at L&H who 
held on to the belief that CNC machines had a future 
in a job shop was Mike Wandler. 

The American Eagle experiment masked a deeper 
problem within the work culture at L&H. Shop floor 
veterans who had learned their trade on manual 
machines hated the idea of CNC machining. “They 
didn’t know how to do it. They were scared of it. 
They didn’t like computers. They thought they were 
stupid,” Mike remembered. “The other opinion that 

was reeking in the place was that CNC guys were 
button pushers. They were not real tradesmen. 
They were not real craftsmen. Any idiot could run 
a CNC. It literally took me 15 years to overcome 
that era and that attitude.” The culture at L&H was 
so traditional and so prejudiced against formal 
education that during his first three years at L&H 
Troy Allee never told anyone on the shop floor that 
he was a trained engineer. 

Mike took small steps toward integrating CNC. In 
the late 1990s, he convinced Leon to buy two new 
machines, a CNC 4V Vertical Okuma mill and a small 
Cadet lathe. Unlike the American Eagle, the new 
machines were fast and user friendly. Programs that 
had taken an hour to write on the American Eagle 
took only a minute on the new machines. “We always 
thought of Mike as a techno-junkie,” Les Shannon 
recalled. “He was a visionary when it came to CNC. 
There were a lot of us old timers who couldn’t see 
bringing a CNC into a job shop. But that little Cadet 
lathe, man we used that. We put stuff in it that we 
wouldn’t dream of putting in it today. We put big 
wrist pins in it. We tried to figure out how to make 
really big parts on really small machines. That’s the 
way Leon taught us.” 

Even with the new machines, jobs lagged behind the 
technology. After Mike bought a large Okuma LB 45 
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Steve Metzger remembered the day that Jeff posed 
the question to L&H’s new three-man engineering 
department. “Jeff came home and said, ‘These guys 
want to modify this machine they’ve got, a tie-
knock-out machine. And they want it modified in a 
particular way. Could we do that?’ And Troy’s eyes 
got big. And I said, ‘Hell yes, we can do that.’ I mean 
this place is just about capable of building a power 
shovel, why would we back off?” The excitement was 
cut by the next question. 

 “So then Mike lowers the boom.” Steve laughed. 
“‘Well, can we have it done in a month from now?’ I 
said, ‘Well, we can if we can get hydraulic cylinders 
and if we can get one of the BNSF machines here so 
that we would have a direct way to reverse engineer 
it.’” Burlington Northern delivered their machine 
and workers built a short stretch of railroad behind 
the machine shop. Metzger and Allee went to work 
breaking down the design. According to Troy, the 
pace of work was frantic. “It was funny, because 
Metzger kept talking about how heavy-duty it 
needed to be. And so he was joking around, saying, 
‘We should make this thing strong enough to break 
the railroad track before it breaks the machine.’ So we 
designed it that way.” 

The original machine had weak grippers to grab the 
rail. Allee and Metzger adapted a solution similar 

to ice tongs. They made the lifting mechanism more 
powerful. To speed the process of tie replacement, 
they designed a way to lift the rail so that it could 
pass through the machine while it was moving. BNSF 
wanted to be able to straighten rails when necessary.  
The engineers designed a horizontal cylinder big 
enough to bend the rails. “I didn’t know any other 
way to do it but the mining way,” Metzger recalled. 
“So we designed the cylinder big enough to bend the 
rails so that they had no choice but to go where we 
told them to go.” 

For a month, the L&H crew built the parts on CNC 
machines and installed them on the prototype. They 
painted the machine bright safety yellow and hauled 
it to the short stretch of railroad track behind the 
shop. When the BNSF crew showed up for the trial, 
L&H workers were still welding on the machine. 
It was a bitter cold Friday night. In five weeks of 
work, no one had ever tried to make the machine 
work. It was an all or nothing moment. “It starts to 
get cold,” Steve said. “Troy is out there with me and 
we are in our Wyoming outdoor clothes. I mean it 
got down to minus-20 degrees that night. And we 
are out there trying to fire up this dumb machine and 
make it work. Well, the guy from the railroad was a 
pretty tough customer, and he was determined that 
the first thing he was going to do was really wring 
it out. No sooner had he got the thing running than 

and building new machine parts would take the 
company away from its core competency. Was L&H a 
repair shop or a manufacturer? Was Leon’s vision of 
a high quality regional job shop going to dominate, 
or was the vague, still unformed vision of his sons to 
become a high-tech manufacturer going to ascend? 

Jeff Wandler had a hard time making inroads with 
the railroads. He travelled all over the Midwest, from 
Alliance, Nebraska to Fort Worth, Texas and then to 
Illinois. He convinced customers one small piece of 
work at a time making tamper heads and stabilizers, 
anything to prove that L&H could do the job. “It 

wasn’t something big. It was just one small part after 
another, proving that we could do it.” 

In Gillette, a maintenance supervisor for Burlington 
Northern Santa Fe asked L&H to fix a problem with 
the declipper fingers on its tie extractor, the machine 
that BNSF used to remove old ties from the rail bed. 
“They were little fingers that pull the tie clips off the 
track, and they were breaking ten times a day. It was 
a nightmare for them,” Mike recalled. “They had a 
guy babysitting the machine all day long replacing 
broken fingers. He walked in the door and said, ‘I 
need these things to last all day.’ We tinkered with 
them, and very quickly made them last a month. That 
became a big success, and it got us in the door with 
BNSF’s engineers.”

In October 1997, the dam finally broke. Jeff was in 
the field working on a dragline when Jack Condon, 
the corporate engineering manager for Burlington 
Northern Santa Fe, called on his cell phone. He asked 
Jeff if L&H had the capability of re-designing and 
modifying the entire BNSF tie-extractor machine. 
The machine that BNSF crews were using was 
too fragile. It was always breaking down. It could 
remove five or six hundred ties a day, but Condon 
wanted a machine that could remove a thousand. Jeff 
was thrilled. “I thought, finally, this could be the big 
opportunity we’ve been waiting for.” 

Steve Metzger was obsessed with the idea that L&H should move 
beyond its reputation as a repair-oriented “job shop” and begin to 
engineer and manufacture original products. In 1997, when Burlington 
Northern Santa Fe (BNSF) asked if L&H could design and build a more 
durable “Tie-Knock-Out” machine, Metzger told Mike and Jeff, “Hell 
yes, we can do that.” (L&H Industrial.)
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Steve Metzger (left) and Troy Allee (right) led an L&H team that 
redesigned and built the new “Tie-Knock-Out” machine for BNSF 
in just over five weeks in 1997. The test was a triumph. It was the 
first time that L&H brought together the resources of engineering 
and design, and CNC precision, to make an original L&H machine. 
(L&H Industrial.)

he’s shifting it and picking up the rail. Now I’ve seen 
enough mining machines mistreated to not get too 
terrified about this, but Troy didn’t like it much. In 
fact, he was about ready to head for the barn door. 
The guy gets in the seat, jams it all the way in one 
direction, pulled up on the rails, and I mean you 
could see them physically bow between the wheels 
of this machine. He had the ties clear off the ground 
and all of a sudden there’s this big ‘Ka-bang!’ No 
one wants to go see what broke. Was it our machine? 
What happened? Well, it broke the rail! That’s how 
strong our machine was. It broke the rail.”

Troy Allee was in a near panic. “I thought, ‘Oh, crap.’ 
We get our flashlights out to look, and he had busted 
that track clear in two—the entire rail. And the guy 
from BNSF goes, ‘Well, you guys did your job!’ And 
Metzger goes, ‘Yeah. We win.’” 

Over the next decade, L&H built 60 Super-Sport Tie 
Knock Out machines for BNSF. Younger engineers 
improved on the original Metzger-Allee design, 
following the tradition of doing it “the mining 
way.” They added bigger pins, bigger bushings, and 
stronger parts. The oldest tie-knock-out machines 
lasted for years, day in and day out, pulling rails and 
ties. “It’s the industry standard,” Mike remarked 
with pride. “Nobody has been able to duplicate it. 
It was an example of our maturity. Two years before 

that, we would have failed miserably at that project.” 
By 2014, the company had 40 different resources that 
could do that job, but back then, it was a big deal.
As the company focused more intensely on global 
mining, L&H drifted away from railroad work. 
L&H continued to sell a range of railroad products 
including high performance tie extractors, pre-
gauging equipment, and assorted tools, but by 
2014, railroads accounted for only two percent of 
the company’s portfolio. The tie-knock-out was 
remembered as the first time that L&H combined 
original design, engineering, CNC machining, and 
Leon Wandler’s fierce “can do” audacity to build 
a new machine.

Over the next decade, Mike Wandler completely 
transformed L&H into a CNC company. By 2014, 
L&H had installed ten CNC machines in Gillette, 
including a Deckel Maho 5-axis work station, an 
Okuma LB 45III, a G&L vertical lathe, and a Lucas 
Precision HBM. Meanwhile, in the Tempe shop, a 
new Höfler gear grinder, one of only three in the 
United States, catapulted L&H into one of the most 
sophisticated precision gear manufacturers in the 
world. In Tempe, the company also added five other 
CNC machines to make it the premier machine 
shop in the southwest. Upgrades at the Sheridan, 
Wyoming shop included four CNC machines 
including the CTX Gamma 3000 TC system.
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of “his” projects. Make no mistake, L&H tradesmen 
were capable of doing great work, but sometimes 
they did great work in spite of themselves. By 1998, 
Mike had had enough.

Under the guidance of Jerry Aarsby and his son 
Larry, L&H had come early to use computers as 
tools for financial management. Leon had been an 
early proponent of computers, and the company had 
owned an old IBM System 32 in the 1970s to handle 
accounting and inventory for the retail operation. 
L&H was one of the first businesses in Gillette to 
computerize its financial records. By the late 1980s, 
L&H had graduated to System 38, but the general 
consensus was that the computer system serviced 
the accounting office and the retail store, not the 
shop floor. Its fatal limitation, in Mike’s eyes, was 
that it could not schedule the shop. Just as he had 
taken a creative leap with CNC machining, Mike 
wanted to extend the efficiencies of the accounting 
office into the machine shop. 

A cornerstone of Leon’s ownership had been to 
value machines and devalue labor and time. Mike 
wanted to turn Leon’s philosophy upside down. He 
wanted to put a real value on labor. He wanted to 
make money by not spending money on wasted time. 
Rationalizing the flow of work through the shops 
would pay immediate dividends. Instead of waiting 

until the end of the year to make a rough estimate 
of how much money was left, Mike wanted to know 
what impact shop decisions and shop procedures 
had on the profits of the company on a monthly 
and weekly basis.

When Jim Clikeman arrived as chief financial 
officer in 1992, Mike had just purchased a new 
resource management program called JobBOSS, 
and was trying to implement his vision. The key 
to comprehensive resource management is that 
everyone in the system must participate. The more 
data that is entered into the system, the more 
complete the results. Outliers, renegades, people who 
resist, or cannot type, or forget to input their data 
in a timely way, crash the system. The immediate 
problem, Jim recognized, was that no one on the shop 
floors knew how to use a computer. “Nobody in a 
coordinating or supervising function even knew how 
to turn a computer on,” Jim remembered. 

Jim asked his wife to teach computer keyboard 
classes at night to Leon, Lee, Roy Watkins, and 
anybody else in the shop who couldn’t use a 
computer. “We put a computer in every shop, and we 
had people like Roy Watkins in the weld shop saying, 
‘Whoa, what am I going to do with this?’ Most of 
these guys were just scared to turn a computer on, 
much less use it in their jobs,” Jim remembered. 

Jeff Wandler becomes an L&H salesman
YEAR IN

HISTORY
1992

L&H even innovated with CNC technology in the 
weld shop, by introducing a new robotic CNC 
welding system that allowed workers to keep a safe 
distance from welding projects that required high-
heat for extended periods of time. “When it comes to 
certain parts that require 600 degree pre-heat,” Dan 
Carpenter explained, “it’s just humanly impossible 
for a welder to get close to a piece that is 600 degrees, 
so the robotic welder can withstand the heat and 
weld continuously without breaking arc. And CNC 
welding is more precise, down to a thousandths of an 
inch, so it’s very precise.”

ENTERPRISE RESOURCE MANAGEMENT
Mike Wandler set about to revolutionize the 
organizational structure and the flow of work 

through the shops with the same intensity that he 
had championed the introduction of CNC machines 
in the shops. He doubled down on the computer 
revolution. As far back as the late 1960s, L&H had 
suffered from layer upon layer of inefficiency. Every 
old timer had war stories of “rush” jobs that were 
lost beneath piles of scrap steel only to be discovered, 
unfinished, months later. They told of machinists 
who showed up to work only to find that they had 
no tools, or that essential materials for a job were 
not on site. Supervisors recalled angry customers on 
the phone demanding to know when their projects 
would be completed, or why they were late, and why 
no one had ever called to explain.

As L&H grew through the 1990s and the number 
of projects in the shops expanded from 50 to 100, 
and then 500, the ability of the shop supervisors to 
take jobs in at the counter, quote the jobs, order and 
organize materials, assign machines, fix them when 
they broke down, and manage the work, became 
an impossible chore. 

Meanwhile, every shop supervisor ran his own shop 
the way he wanted. No one coordinated schedules. 
The inefficiencies ran so deep that as machine shop 
supervisor, Mike would not hesitate to poach a 
welder from Roy Watkins’ weld shop and set him 
up in a corner of the machine shop to complete one 

Mike Wandler begins his day with a review of the Visual spreadsheet, 
where he and his partners monitored purchasing, material supply, time 
on a machine, inventory, and cost management as each job moved 
through the shop. (L&H Industrial.)



80   CNC Revolution   |   81 CNC Revolution   |   81

to look at every job. The software told him what jobs 
were late, and he could focus on that problem. When 
projects were late, for any reason, job coordinators 
were able to call customers, explain the delay and 
reschedule the completion date. “That’s customer 
service that we never used to have,” Mike explained. 
“If you explain a delay to a customer, most of the 
time they will understand. What they hate is when 
no one calls them or explains.

The Visual System provided real time information 
to everyone in the company and increased 
accountability. It allowed L&H to understand 
its costs, and it gave the company a competitive 
advantage. As Jim said, “When we talk to our 
competitors or our customers, nobody knows their 
costs. We do. It didn’t happen by accident. It was by 
design. Knowing our true costs is a huge part of our 
ability to grow. We make better decisions because 
we’ve got better information.”

Enterprise resource management was not as flashy as 
a big shovel boom being rolled out of the weld shop, 
but there was a consensus within the organization 
that the company’s dedication to implementing all of 
the capabilities of Visual had been a key to success. 
“Mike could have quit on certain segments of it,” 
Billy Conzelman explained. “He could have said, 
‘Okay, we’re not going to schedule. We’ll just use it 

for accounting. Or we’ll just use it for engineering. 
But he was resilient. I look back on how hard it was to 
change, how much he had to force it and force it, and 
just keep driving at it. He forced us to use the software 
on all levels: scheduling, purchasing, invoicing, 
engineering, and planning.” Managing systems to 
improve efficiency and handle greater volumes of 
work proved critical to L&H’s growth, and it went 
hand-in-hand with the development of sales. 

Aaron Ennis eyes a terminal connected to the Deckel Maho 5-axis CNC 
machine. Convinced that the CNC revolution could create a higher level 
of precision and give machinists the freedom to do more than one thing 
at a time, Mike Wandler encouraged them to “program it, and then go to 
lunch, or go to your kid’s soccer game.” (Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)

Everything used to be done by hand on an old billing 
pad. It was a very, very difficult first six months. I 
remember our first power outage. My phone rang off 
the hook. Roy was the first one to throw up his hands 
and say, ‘I can’t get any work done. My computer 
isn’t working. I might as well go home.’” 

Slowly, step-by-step, job-by-job, Mike and Jim 
transformed the culture of the shops. As they did, 
valuable information began to emerge that revealed 
opportunities to improve efficiency. In 1999, L&H 
moved from JobBOSS to Infisy. But when the new 
software failed to meet Mike’s expectations, he 
switched a year later to Visual. Mike asked Dave 
Holwell to help implement Visual for shop floor 
scheduling. “It was impossible at the time in a job 
shop environment,” Dave remembered. “L&H wasn’t 
like a production environment where you took an 
order for a thousand widgets and you ran them 
through the shop. We never knew what was going 
to come our way. To plug something instantaneously 
into the system, for 100 hours or 500 hours, was 
really difficult to plan. But Mike approached it just 
like the CNCs. People said it couldn’t be done, but 
he believed in it.” 

The concurrent scheduling capability of Visual 
allowed L&H to coordinate a tradesman with the 
availability of the appropriate machine, and the 

inventory of materials. Mike created a new class 
of job coordinators to plan every minute detail of 
a work project, from taking the job order from the 
customer to ordering materials, red-flagging projects 
that needed review by the engineering department, 
programming blue prints for the tradesman, 
supplying CNC programming specifications, and 
managing the timing of the work. “It takes all those 
things into consideration, along with every other 
job at L&H that requires machines and people and 
material,” Dave Holwell explained. “And it gives 
you a visual view of when we can do a job, how soon 
we can do it, how fast we can do it, and the problems 
we are going to run into.” The company became 30 
percent more productive using Visual. Mike could 
see the productivity of L&H improve week to week, 
month after month. “We were finally working on the 
right things at the right time.” 

With Visual every employee, from Human Resources 
to the Mechanical Shop, used the system, and subtle 
efficiencies emerged. “Imagine that you have a 
thousand jobs running through the shops at any one 
time. That’s 7,000 different operations that you’re 
trying to figure out,” Mike explained. “It’s impossible 
for any human being to get his mind around that 
much stuff. It’s impossible for the human brain to 
digest that.” With Visual, when a coordinator came to 
work he was juggling up to 50 jobs. He didn’t need 
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Garrett Goldman inspecting one of the largest gears ever made 
by L&H on the Höfler Rapid 6000 gear grinder. (L&H Industrial.)

By 2014, the L&H machine shop in Gillette reflected 
the gains from a fifteen year crusade by the owners 
to convert to CNC machines in a safe, employee-
friendly work environment. (L&H Industrial.)
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When Leon Wandler pulled Jeff aside one day in 1992 and made him a salesman, he 
provided no advice or support except to say he thought Jeff would be good at it, and 
could make a good living as a salesman. He did not enroll Jeff in sales seminars or 
provide a mentor. He did not give Jeff a list of key contacts in the mines. He didn’t create 
a Sales Department, or hint that he wanted to expand L&H into new markets. It was up 
to Jeff to create the future.

The weakness of Jeff’s position was that few people trusted him. Lee was suspicious 
of his abilities, and had a generally low opinion of salesmen. Most of the tradesmen on 
the shop floor rolled their eyes at Leon’s crazy decision. “I was a young man. I had long 
hair. And I was dealing with 50- and 60-year old mining people,” Jeff remembered. “I 
was a punk to them. I didn’t have a magical effect on people. A lot of them didn’t even 
want me out at the mines. ‘Who’s that?’ They would say. ‘What do you know?’ ‘What 
machines have you fixed?’” When he was able to bring new sales into the shop, he 
was met with cynicism. “We already had that customer,” he was told. “We would have 
gotten that job without you.” 

Jeff’s weakness was also his strength. The bar was set low. There was no expectation that 
he would succeed. “I didn’t love selling in 1992 when my dad sent me out there,” Jeff 
remembered. “I was getting my butt kicked. I didn’t love selling any more than turning 
a piece of steel in a lathe for the 4,000th time. I knew I didn’t want to be that credit 
card salesman, the old famous guy who just comes in and tells jokes and wastes your 

SELLING VALUE 
Art of Being Reasonable with Angry People

4“
”

Having trust and rapport with the customer 
takes time and consistency and loyalty and 
humility, and you have to suffer with them. 
The customer has to start seeing us as a 
solution to everything that goes wrong in 
the field rather than part of the problem, so 
that when their machine breaks down, they 
go, ‘Get ahold of L&H and let’s get somebody 
out here.’ After a while, they see us as a 
standard of business.

Al Brady
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of huge haul trucks for the mines. Komatsu was 
not an L&H customer, but Mackey took Jeff under 
his wing, taught him to treat customer service 
as a personal responsibility of the salesman, and 
patiently mentored him. Mackey taught Jeff that 
good salesmen did not need to hang out at the bar, 
golf with customers, or offer “favors” in exchange for 
a contract. Focus on the quality of the work, he told 
Jeff. Help the customer. People don’t give you work 
because they like you. They give you work if you can 
help them get their job done.

On weekends, Jeff learned Mackey’s lessons up close 
and personal. He hung out at the Komatsu shop 
while Mackey taught him how to understand projects 
from the customer’s point of view. “I remember one 
time there was something wrong with the way we 
machined a wheel, and they realized it after they put 
it together. I worked all weekend with Mackey to 
re-do it. We did it on our own time. Me and him and 
their salesman tore this thing apart in their shop, and 
I brought it back to L&H and re-did it, quietly. We 
took it back and we put it back together and never 
said anything about it. We didn’t do any paperwork 
on it, and they didn’t file a warranty claim. We just 
fixed the problem. We took care of each other.”

After a year and a half of beating his head against 
the wall, with precious little to show for his efforts, 

Komatsu became Jeff’s first big sale. Charlie Mackey 
gave L&H a contract to rebuild the truck frames on 
heavy duty mine haul trucks. By 1994, Komatsu was 
one of L&H’s biggest customers.  

With the confidence that Charlie Mackey had given 
him, Jeff broadened his horizons. He picked up a new 
contract with Wyoming Machinery, the local Caterpillar 
dealership. On his own initiative, he drove out to the 
Drummond coal mine just north of Gillette, where he 
discovered a massive dragline under construction. 
“They had set up an office trailer out there, in the 
middle of the prairie, and there were parts everywhere, 
ten acres of dragline parts,” Jeff remembered. 

Jeff introduced himself to Buck Nibler, a tough, no-
nonsense master mechanic from West Virginia who 
had been given the task of building the dragline for 
use in the new mine. “I told him who we were, and 
he said, ‘I need a shop like yours.’ So he gave me a 
bunch of projects to quote. I came back to him a week 
later, and we were too high on most of our quotes. 
We were pretty sloppy about our quoting back then 
because we thought we were the only shop in town, 
and we didn’t try very hard to get new work. We just 
expected him to give us the work.”

Nibler pulled a chair up next to his desk, told Jeff to 
sit down, and started dividing the quotes into three 

L&H opens oil and gas service company in Rock Springs, Wyoming
YEAR IN

HISTORY
1993

time—the “deal” guy. You close your door when you 
see him in the front lobby. I didn’t know what a great 
salesman was, yet. I was struggling between how 
I wanted to do the job and the way the world sees 
salespeople.”

What he learned in the field didn’t make his 
challenge any easier. Many customers and former 

customers didn’t trust L&H. They had misgivings 
that had built up over years of inattention and had 
never been resolved. Too many times they had 
brought their complaints to the shop only to have 
Leon tell them, “It’s not our fault,” and kick them 
out the door. They walked away and never came 
back. “It was like that customer who goes in the 
restaurant and has a bad meal,” Jeff realized. “They 
don’t tell the manager. They just don’t go back to the 
restaurant. That’s what our customers were doing. 
We had a whole lot of customers who didn’t come 
back, and when I went out and asked them for 
work, they told me a laundry list of things we had 
done wrong. It didn’t matter if the complaints were 
true or false. Nobody had ever talked to them 
about the problems.”

Jeff learned to listen to complaints with a sympathetic 
ear. He learned how to be reasonable with angry 
people, and he made it the cornerstone of his sales 
strategy. He learned to admit what he didn’t know. 
But after a year, he still had not made a breakthrough 
sale. He was no more respected at L&H than he had 
been as Leon’s undependable son on the night shift. 
The more he learned about the real world of sales, the 
more he understood that he needed a teacher.

Charlie Mackey worked at the Komatsu dealership 
in Gillette. The company built and serviced a fleet 

Jeff Wandler was a good machinist, but he did not have a passion to 
build his life around the machines of L&H. An instinctive salesman, he 
greeted customers at the loading dock and talked with them about their 
problems. In 1992, after Leon gave him a chance to prove himself as a 
salesman, he cleaned up and learned to discipline his natural talent. 
(L&H Industrial.)
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Jim also encouraged Jeff to attend a Tom Reilly sales 
seminar sponsored by Manufacturing-Works. “I was 
blown away by this guy,” Jeff recalled. “He said, 
‘Sell value, not price.’ I read his books. I kept going 
back to his workshops. I stopped selling price, and 
stopped trying to be more competitive on price than 
the other guy. I decided to just be better. Sell quality.” 
Both Carnegie and Reilly became central to Jeff’s sales 
philosophy and deeply influenced the L&H approach 
to customers. At Jeff’s invitation, Tom Reilly led 
annual training seminars for L&H salesmen.

Jeff was no longer the long-haired teenager with 
holes in his pants. He was no longer the black sheep. 
He was doing the one thing that L&H respected, 
making money for the company. He had built his 
portfolio to 20 customers, including old customers 
who slowly returned to L&H. He had defeated all the 
intrigue designed to push him back into the shop and 
replace him with more traditional salesmen. Mike 
retreated from his indifference and acknowledged, 
“Jeff knows what he’s doing.” It was 1996. Leon and 
Lee still led the company, but the outlines of a new 
alliance began to emerge. Mike served as head of 
production, while Jeff was the sales manager, and Jim 
Clikeman was the steady string of the kite.  

For Jeff Wandler, 1997 was a watershed year. He 
had stopped using drugs in 1990. In January 1997, 

he stopped drinking. He didn’t come into the office 
one day and announce it. He didn’t become a zealot 
about it. He just did it, and it transformed his life. 
“When I quit, all that buried ambition and energy 
went in a positive direction,” he said. “I wasn’t 
wasting money or time on alcohol. I wasn’t hung 
over in the morning. I didn’t have a cloud in my head 
on Mondays. Career wise, I was in third gear by then, 

Al Brady spent 20 years in the oil fields as a “hands-on” machinist and 
supervisor. Jeff Wandler tried to convince him that he would make a 
good salesman. Al resisted until one day he realized, “It was inside me. 
I had followed in my father’s footsteps. It was one of those clairvoyant 
moments in life: ‘Is this meant to be?’” (Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)

separate piles. “He said, ‘That quote there, you’re 
20 percent too high. Take it and fix it.’ He hands it 
to me. Then he says, ‘This quote, you’re getting.’ He 
slapped it down on the table and signed it. He said, 
‘This quote you need to change the material.’” On and 
on, for an hour, sorting the quotes into piles, Nibler 

taught Jeff. “Finally, he handed me a stack of quotes to 
do over, and he said, ‘You’re going to take these back 
and re-do them.’ I said, ‘I don’t know if I can. I don’t 
do the quoting.’ And he interrupted me. ‘I don’t care 
who does the quoting. I ain’t working with them. I’m 
working with you! Take these back and fix them.’”

Buck Nibler contracted a half million dollars of 
dragline work with L&H over the next year. After 
Jeff had made the sale, Nibler made him supervise 
the work. “When it was all done, they tore the 
fence down and walked the dragline onto the mine 
property,” Jeff said. “It was the first dragline they 
had. It was a huge machine, bigger than anything I 
had ever seen in my life. It was an intimate job for 
me. I felt a lot of ownership in it. We broke a bottle 

of champagne over it, and Buck says to me, ‘Alright 
Jeff, next week you come out and see me. I’ve got a 
lot of work for you.’”

Nibler went from being the dragline manager to 
the maintenance supervisor at the mine. “I didn’t 
have much authority at L&H,” Jeff remembered. 
“I was in my mid-twenties and fresh off of being the 
black sheep. And Buck said, ‘You’re going to be my 
guy.’ For the first time, nobody fought it.” Jeff finally 
began to understand what it meant to be a salesman, 
and he loved it. Personal experience and confidence 
gave him a foundation to build on, and Jim Clikeman 
provided the tools.

CREATING A SALES STRATEGY
No matter how much disrespect and criticism 
Jeff received from the shop floor, Jim Clikeman had 
always been his guardian angel. At every plateau 
of insight and accomplishment, Jim was there to 
provide new resources for Jeff’s development. Jim’s 
unconditional support helped build Jeff’s confidence.

In 1995, Jim suggested that Jeff join him at a local 
Dale Carnegie seminar. The session provided an 
intellectual foundation for what Jeff already believed 
in his gut but couldn’t put into words. “I realized that 
business was really about being fair, being the better 
man. Kill people with kindness.”

I stopped selling price... 
I decided to just be better.

- Jeff Wandler
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taught Jeff. “Finally, he handed me a stack of quotes to 
do over, and he said, ‘You’re going to take these back 
and re-do them.’ I said, ‘I don’t know if I can. I don’t 
do the quoting.’ And he interrupted me. ‘I don’t care 
who does the quoting. I ain’t working with them. I’m 
working with you! Take these back and fix them.’”

Buck Nibler contracted a half million dollars of 
dragline work with L&H over the next year. After 
Jeff had made the sale, Nibler made him supervise 
the work. “When it was all done, they tore the 
fence down and walked the dragline onto the mine 
property,” Jeff said. “It was the first dragline they 
had. It was a huge machine, bigger than anything I 
had ever seen in my life. It was an intimate job for 
me. I felt a lot of ownership in it. We broke a bottle 

I decided to just be better.
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but when I quit drinking I jumped into over-drive 
and just took off. All that addictive behavior without 
any chemicals turned into a lot of ambition at work. I 
was driven and the alcohol wasn’t holding me 
back any more.”

When Jeff called on customers at the mines, they 
knew they were dealing with an owner of L&H, and 
it gave him authority. But when it came to hiring new 
salesmen, he stumbled for two years trying to find 
the right combination of technical knowledge and 
personality to represent the company. A few months 
after Jeff, Mike, and Jim took full control of L&H, 
Jeff called Al Brady into his office.

Al had been adrift ever since Lee sold his stake 
and moved on. He had been Lee’s partner in the 
oil field service division, and they had become close 
friends. Al shared Lee’s distrust of the new vision 
he heard from Jeff and Mike. “The mining area in 
Gillette was the biggest thing in the world, but 
when Jeff and Mike started talking about taking 
L&H to the whole globe, it scared me and a lot of 
people,” he recalled.

At first Al had considered quitting as a show of 
loyalty, but Lee had encouraged him to stay. 
“’You’re good for L&H,’ Lee told him. ‘I need you to 
stay behind and carry things on.’ That’s probably the 

biggest reason I stayed.” Lee had built the oil field 
service division into a $1.5 million a year account, 
and Al had expected to be named supervisor. But he 
was not first in line for the promotion. After a year 
he began to lose hope. “I was on the floor working. I 
was in limbo. I had been in a bad mood for a month, 
and when Jeff called me into his office I was sure I 
was getting fired. I just figured that this was going to 
be my last day in the company.”

Jeff joked with him for a few minutes, but Al was in 
no mood for joking. Jeff came to the point. “I want 
you to go into sales.” 

Al wanted nothing to do with sales. “I was sitting 
there covered in crater and permatex and grease 
from working on the machines. I was ruining his 
office chair. I said, ‘Well, I’m not a salesman.’” 

The two men started to argue.  Finally Jeff said, “You 
bonehead, I’m trying to promote you!”

Al wasn’t ready to give up the roughneck world to 
jump into a world of sales he knew nothing about, 
and he had a deep tradesman’s antipathy toward 
sales people. “I thought your wounded and your 
weak ended up in sales because you were afraid to 
fire them. There was a perception that salesmen 
party and eat and play golf and they don’t really 

Lee Wandler starts oil field service division
YEAR IN

HISTORY
1993

Buck Nibler taught Jeff how to see big projects like the rebuild of Drummond 
Coal’s dragline from the customer’s point of view. (L&H Industrial.)
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Key members of the L&H sales team in 2014 including (l to r) 
Dustin Roush, Jeff Wandler, Philip Mooren, and Al Brady. The 
team’s strategy was simple. “Help customers solve their problems, 
and they will keep coming back.” (Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)

have any value.” Still, Jeff was the boss. “I’ll do 
sales,” Al finally agreed, “but can I still be the 
leader of the oil field?” 

Jeff patiently obliged, but after a year and a half of 
split duties, he called Al back into his office. “I need 
you to go full time mining salesman. We need you 
here more than the oil field. You can let go of that 
part of your life now.” 

“All right,’” Al replied. “Can I do a 12-month trial and 
if I don’t like it, can I go back?” “You’re killing me, 
man,” Jeff responded. “I swear. You’re impossible.”

They continued the conversation off and on for two 
years, Al remembered. “I had to go kicking and 
screaming into sales. But after I had done it for a 
year, I never looked back.” 

One day, on a long, lonely drive back to Gillette, 
Al began to think about his life. “I realized that 
when I was a kid, my father had been a salesman. 
It was inside me. I was just like my father. I realized 

that I had followed in my father’s footsteps. It was 
one of those clairvoyant moments in life: ‘Is this 
meant to be?’” 

If Al’s sales career was meant to be, it didn’t start 
out that way. On the surface, Al Brady was the most 
counter-intuitive choice Jeff could have made. Tall, 
strong, and imposing, Al had managed men in the 
oil fields for 20 years, and he had the persona of a 
commanding boss. He did not communicate with 
employees. He told them what to do. 

Jeff enrolled Al in a Dale Carnegie seminar on 
personal communication. “I probably sent 50 people 
to Dale Carnegie, and half of them resented it and 
left mad and thought it was stupid. Another half 
appreciated it and used it to improve themselves. 
For Al Brady, it changed his life. He just blossomed. 
I knew I had a guy like me who was taking the job 
of salesman to heart.”

“That’s how Jeff knocked the rough edges off of me,” 
Al remembered. “It was an 18-week course, one 
night a week for a few hours. They do these exercises 
where they make you speak openly and they test 
your ability to keep your cool. I was bucking the 
class, and just getting through, being quiet. But the 
trainer wouldn’t let me go. He just kept after me. He 
made me so mad that I finally forgot about being 

...my father had been a 
salesman. It was inside me.

- Al Brady
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thousands of miles away. A small number of 
maintenance engineers or procurement executives 
could make or break L&H. Mine managers didn’t 
just dump their broken parts out the back of a pickup 
truck, like in the old days of the oil boom, and trust 
that Leon would have them fixed in a week. Most 
important, there weren’t a hundred mines and 
thousands of shovels in the Powder River Basin, 
there were only a handful of potential customers. 
They worked by contract and tightly organized 
bureaucratic processes. They demanded that 
subcontractors meet their standards of workplace 
safety. Meeting those standards could bring L&H 
new business. Failure to meet the standards could 
be fatal for the company. 

There was a second problem with the mines: the 
power of the original equipment manufacturers 
(OEMs). Job shops in the region shared a saying: 
“No one ever got fired buying a part from an OEM.” 
It took courage for a maintenance supervisor at 
a mine to convince his supervisors at corporate 
headquarters that an after-market part from L&H 
was better and more reliable than a replacement part 
from the OEM. 

Neither of these problems could be overcome by 
sending traditional salesmen into the mines. Jeff’s 
approach was to do exactly what the OEMs had 

failed to do: build deep relationships, and play the 
long game. “Having trust and rapport with the 
customer takes time, consistency, loyalty, trust, and 
humility, and you have to suffer with them,” he 

In 2006, Pablo Velasquez (center, with Jeff and Mike Wandler in Chile) 
led the sales strategy in Chile. Sales quickly tripled, and in 2007, 
Velasquez founded L&H Chile to provide engineering, manufacturing, 
and service to the copper and gold mines of Chile. (L&H Industrial.)
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embarrassed and intimidated by the group, and I 
just let him have it like I would one of my employees 
back in the old days. I scared him so bad. It was like a 
whole different level of me than the group had seen. I 
won an award that night – the ‘Breakthrough Award.’ 
The moral of the story is that he figured out how to 
break me out of my shell to where I could be more 
comfortable talking to people.”

Al went on to take nearly a dozen more Dale 
Carnegie courses. He and Jeff put new sales people 
through the same things that they went through to 
break them out of their shells and teach them people 
skills. “It’s amazing when you think that somebody 
who is shy and doesn’t have the ability to speak 
openly, or speak publicly, or do presentations, or 
go to talk to customers, can develop those skills by 
training,” Brady said. 

Along the way, Jeff and Al learned lessons about just 
what kind of people made the best salesmen. They 
learned that experienced tradesmen off the floor, with 
a lifetime of technical knowledge, could not always 
build relationships with customers. They did not 
want L&H loyalists who always took the company’s 
side in a warranty argument, or could not be open-
minded about problem solving. They did not want the 
“smartest” guy in the room, who thought he knew the 
answers to every problem. When they sifted through 

all the qualities they wanted in a salesman, they 
decided that the most important quality was humility. 
They wanted salesmen who were willing to admit 
what they didn’t know, and were eager to learn. 

First principle for Jeff was: Don’t make business 
harder than it is. The Carnegie and Reilly seminars 
confirmed Jeff’s gut instincts. He hated the 
pretentions of consultants who made business seem 
more complicated than it was. Instinctively, he 
rebelled against the slick sell or the use of trickery 
to snare a customer. Outsiders might think that his 
approach was naïve, that he didn’t have the killer 
instinct of a good salesman, but Jeff wanted to 
build a culture of humility, and then turn it into a 
competitive advantage. Most important, he believed, 
L&H should be prepared to jettison customers who 
wanted to cut corners or get a high quality job on the 
cheap. He told Al, “If the deal isn’t right, don’t be 
afraid to walk away.” It all came down to honest
human relationships. 

Relationships took on a special importance when 
dealing with the mines. Unlike the oil fields, where 
independents and small operators were the rule, the 
mines were concentrated. Their regulations were 
tedious. The corporate ownership that determined 
what new equipment would be purchased and 
what old equipment would be repaired was often 
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wanted health and pension benefits and more stable 
wages also cost more. But low prices and cutthroat 
competition fed a death spiral. 

To raise its prices, Jeff understood, L&H needed to 
sell value. L&H products would last longer, require 
less service, and operate more efficiently than an 
OEM replacement part. For a local “fix it” job shop, 
this was a bold claim, but Jeff argued that customers 
weren’t buying a weld job, or a new part. They were 
buying quality, technical know-how, warranties, 
service and, most of all, confidence that if they had a 
problem, L&H would be there to help them solve it.

By 2001, Jeff had a solid partner in Al Brady and a 
sales philosophy he believed in. He was beginning 
to look “over the hill.” He was thinking about 
expanding L&H into Nevada and Arizona. He was 
working with railroad customers. With help from the 
staff at Manufacturing-Works he developed a global 
marketing plan. “They gave me a huge book: Peru is 
like this. Chile is like that. Red light. Green light. 
This country is corrupt. These people pay their bills. 
These people don’t.”  

Jeff compiled a list of every dragline and mine shovel 
in the world, and hit the road. “I wanted every 
single potential customer who owned a rope shovel 
anywhere in the world to know that they could come 

to us for parts.” He attended mine shows in China. 
He traveled to Turkey, Malaysia, Russia, India, and 
Greece and set up small accounts. Slowly this work 
began to lead to new business, but it also presented 
new challenges to L&H’s organizational culture. 
To work with people halfway around the world 
equired a different attitude and much tighter 
control on costs. Fortunately, L&H had already 
found someone who could help guide this 
process of change. 

By 2001, Jeff understood that L&H could not continue to grow unless 
it expanded beyond the Powder River Basin. Moreover, Mike’s CNC 
machines could not be put to proper use unless L&H began to design 
and engineer new, original parts. Jeff embraced the challenge of new 
markets and new products. (L&H Industrial.)

L&H builds new 30,000 square foot weld shop
YEAR IN

HISTORY
1996

taught Al Brady. “The customer has to start seeing 
us as a solution to everything that goes wrong in 
the field rather than part of the problem,” Al came 
to understand, “so that when their machine breaks 
down, they go, ‘Get ahold of L&H and let’s get 
somebody out here.’ After a while, they see us as a 
standard of business.”

There were risks in Jeff’s strategy. Warranties had 
always been a point of contention between L&H 
and its customers. Mine shovels and draglines 
were huge, expensive machines. The parts and 
assemblies were expensive, and when they broke 
or malfunctioned, the argument over who was 
responsible could become heated. No one wanted 
to be stuck with the costs of failure. “Back in the old 
days, when a customer called in with a problem, it 
was up to them to prove it was our fault,” Al said. 

“Warranties were very devastating to L&H back 
in those days. A warranty could easily wipe out a 
couple of months of sales.”

Al remembered a conversation he had with Leon 
and Jeff, shortly after Leon’s retirement. “I had this 
customer problem. I was just explaining the warranty 
to Jeff, and Leon was very adamant and animated 
about saying, ‘Well, just’—he had a different way of 
phrasing it—‘feed them a bunch of fish heads and 
kick them out the door.’” Jeff was sitting behind Leon 
shaking his head to signal, “Don’t do that.” Leon’s 
logic was “old school.” He expected L&H to do a 
good job. If something had gone wrong, it must be 
the customer’s fault. The new part must have been 
installed wrong, misused, or poorly serviced by the 
mine maintenance staff. Jeff turned the traditional 
adversarial dynamic between L&H and its customers 
upside down. He wanted his salesmen to help 
customers solve problems, not become roadblocks. 
He wanted to turn the willingness to warranty an 
L&H product into a powerful statement that L&H 
believed in the quality of its work. 

There was another important advantage to building 
long term relationships. L&H needed to raise its 
prices. The new safety program was essential, but it 
was expensive. New technology to open new markets 
and engineers and career-oriented employees who 

The customer has to start 
seeing us as a solution to 
everything that goes wrong 
in the field, rather than part 
of the problem. - Jeff Wandler
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Pablo Velasquez and salesman Elson Rojas were keys to the 
effort to sell high-performance L&H undercarriages in Chile. 
In 2013, the booming South American market helped push 
L&H over the benchmark of 100 undercarriage sales. Many of 
the undercarriages were installed on the largest shovels in 
Chilean mines. (L&H Industrial.)

Philip Mooren had worked for Caterpillar before he was hired by Al Brady as a 
salesman. He had a unique gift for understanding human relationships. 
He quickly rose to become the Product Line Director for L&H. (L&H Industrial.)
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In 1992, the separation of L&H from the Aarsby Group created a huge void in the 
company. The bookkeeping and front office staff left with the Aarsby’s, and no one in 
the shops, least of all Leon, had any interest in the day-to-day paperwork of accounting 
and managing a company with 50 employees. Leon hired Jim Clikeman as chief financial 
officer to fill the void. 

Jim already knew L&H inside and out. He had graduated from the University of South 
Dakota in 1980 with a degree in accounting and joined a large CPA firm in Gillette. 
Auditing the L&H accounts was his first assignment. He had watched the company 
retrench after the oil recession. He had studied Jerry Aarsby’s books during the years of 
retail diversification, when money flowed back and forth between the accounts of L&H 
and Wyoming Oxygen. He had seen Leon rebuild the company to service the mines. He 
had watched Leon’s three sons emerge as leaders in the company.

As an outside auditor, Jim was well aware that Leon did almost no financial or 
corporate planning. Potential profits were left on the table, poor decisions lost money, 
opportunities went unrealized, all because Leon refused to plan. “My dad thought Jim’s 
ideas were voodoo,” Jeff said. “Dad would tell everybody, ‘How in the world can you 
plan? Tell me what’s going to happen in the oil market and then we will plan.’” 

Shortly after Jim arrived, Leon invited him to lead a board meeting and make a 
presentation about what he hoped to accomplish as chief financial officer. “I was all 

STRING OF THE KITE 
Jim Clikeman brings Financial Order to L&H

5“I can be vocal when I need to be, but these days 
I don’t think we ever take a vote on anything. 
We’re never 2-1 or 1-2. If we can’t reach a 
consensus, we just don’t do things. It’s my job 
to help us reach consensus.

Jim Clikeman
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again. “He was awesome to work for after that,”
 Jim laughed. “But he wanted nothing to do with 
my end of the business.”

Throughout the 1990s, Jim developed the public side 
of the company that Leon had neglected. He joined 
the Chamber of Commerce and the Wyoming Mining 
Association. He became president of the Campbell 
County Economic Development Commission. But 
he quickly learned that his most valuable service to 
L&H would be as the string of the kite: the tether and 
guide to Leon’s sons. 

Jim had strong views about how to build L&H, but 
he had no blood in the game. He was not a part of the 
Wandler family. “There was no doubt that Leon was 
in charge,” Jim remembered. “But there were also 
a lot of other power struggles going on. I had good 
opportunities to talk to all three of the boys, and 
Leon separately, three against one, two against one, 
two against two, one against three, all the dynamics 
of a family business. I had worked with a lot of those 
kinds of clients in 12 years of public accounting. It’s 
the same in all family businesses. I became the center 
point for those types of discussions.”

When Jeff felt isolated and estranged from the 
company in his first years as a salesman, he came 
to Jim for advice. When Lee wanted to leave the 

company, he called Jim to help design the buyout 
plan. When Mike struggled to integrate financial 
accounting with the flow of work through the shop, 
he asked Jim to help with the resource management 
software. When Leon wanted to talk about his 
sons and the future of the company, he went goose 
hunting with Jim. “Leon loved road trips,” Jim said. 
“He would tell me how proud he was of Lee, Jeff and 
Mike, each in their separate accomplishments. But I 
don’t think he ever told them.”

In 1996, two months after Leon’s heart attack, Jim 
purchased a five percent share in L&H and became 
a minority partner. A year later, with Leon facing a 
heart transplant, he purchased another five percent, 
some of which came as a gift from Leon. Ownership 
status put Jim in an even more central position in 
the company. As he surveyed the business landscape 
around L&H, he realized that everyone worked 
from anecdotes. “This is how we’ve always done 
it” was the default explanation for the way work 
was organized and accounted for. No one knew the 

Leon’s heart attack changes leadership dynamic at L&H
YEAR IN

HISTORY
1996

If Jeff and Mike had an 
open checkbook, we’d 
be broke. - Jim Clikeman

excited,” Jim recalled. “I’ve been a public accountant 
for 12 years. I went to school, and I have all this 
knowledge, and I’ve had all these clients. I was sure 
that they would be clamoring to hear what I had to 
say. So I called in lunch, and at noon I’m ready to go. 
No one shows up. About ten minutes go by and a 
few board members start trickling in. And they are 
eating sandwiches and pizza, and I’m thinking to 

myself, ‘These people aren’t very punctual.’ About 
12:30 Leon finally gives me the go-ahead to start 
the meeting. I said, ‘The first thing I want to talk 
about is some long term planning.’ And I remember 
Leon word for word. He says, ‘You tell me when the 
f**king oil fields will come back and I’ll give you 
some planning.’ So I’m thinking, ‘I’ve got to go to 
Plan B.’ But I didn’t have a Plan B. And all these guys 
around the table are saying, ‘Yeah, Leon, jump on 
that old college boy.’ I thought, ‘What have I gotten 
myself in to?’ It was like being fed to the lions.”

Jim gathered himself and stood his ground, “Leon, I 
can’t tell you when the oil fields are coming back.” 
“Yeah! I didn’t think so!” Leon fired back.

“But what I can tell you is that we’ve got about 55 
people working here,” Jim continued. “We’re paying 
so much an hour. And we are charging so much an 
hour. I can tell you how much work we are going 
to have to do to keep the doors open. I can also tell 
you what would happen if we raised our rates a little 
bit. How we could make a little more profit. How 
we might be able to pay some bonuses.” Everyone 
perked up, Jim remembered. “The whole 
discussion swung around.” 

After that first board meeting, Jim became a 
trusted advisor and Leon never challenged him 

When Jim Clikeman joined L&H in 1992 as chief financial officer, 
L&H had just split from the Aarsby Group. Leon Wandler’s sons were 
assuming more responsibility, but no one believed in strategic or 
financial planning. It fell to Jim to manage the finances. He also 
had to mediate conflicts between the brothers. 
(Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)
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the safety rules.” What she noticed most was that the 
office was tense. “Nobody had eye contact. Nobody 
said, ‘Good morning.’”

She had come to work as an accountant, but her first 
assignment was unexpected. “Go out and survey the 
workers,” Jim asked. “Find out what our workers 
think of the company. Talk to everyone. Jim figured 
people would talk to Linda because she was new. 

Over several months, Linda wrote down what 
L&H employees had to say about the company. She 
compiled a thick notebook of interviews. “People had 
plenty to say. I found out that every welder here was 
the best welder in the world. I found out that people 
were leery of the company.”  

Armed with her interviews, Linda changed her 
own behavior. “I started to say, ‘Good morning,’ 
to everyone I saw when I came to work in the 
morning.” The shop supervisors had never singled 
individuals out for praise. “If we recognize one 
person, the other people will be mad,” they 
explained. Linda began sending out birthday 
cards, with small gifts. “Nobody can get mad if we 
recognize a person’s birthday,” she told Jim.
One of the biggest take home messages from the 
interviews was that the company was not family-
oriented. “Back then, we had lots of families, and 

everyone was much younger than they are now. 
When I first came here, the average age of the 
workers was probably 20. We had a lot of young 

Linda Davis was no shrinking violet. Before going back to school to 
become an accountant, she had spent her career in the oil fields. But 
she was startled to discover in her first week of work, how unfriendly 
and rough-edged the L&H workplace was. Jim Clikeman gave her the 
difficult task of finding out why. (L&H Industrial.)

true costs of production. Few people understood the 
relationship among a strong sales department, an 
effective marketing team, and an efficient production 
crew. Nobody had the precise numbers that would 
enable the development of a strategic plan. 

Jim began to see himself as a scorekeeper. Business 
was really very simple, he told his colleagues. “Get the 
work, do the work, and keep score.” In the old days, 
Leon didn’t have to get the work; it came in the front 
door. He could keep score with his checkbook. That’s 
when he only had six or eight employees. “Down the 
road, if you get the work, and do the work, but you’re 
not making money, that’s when keeping score comes 
in to play,” Jim said. “The larger the organization, the 
bigger the function of the scorekeeper becomes.” 

Uncovering the true costs of work became a daily 
challenge. Jim encouraged Mike’s interest in creating 
a sophisticated enterprise resource management 
system to track work, labor, materials, productivity, 
and costs. He was not obsessed with data for data’s 
sake. He disdained wasteful, useless reports that 
no one read. But he mined data that could help his 
partners make better decisions. “Trying to know 
where you’re making money and not making money, 
based on good, accurate information, leads to good 
decisions down the road. My job is to get good, 
timely information to the right people, and help them 

interpret the information so they can make good 
decisions. That’s all driven by the right kind 
of information.”

There were many ways to make money: new 
customers, bigger contracts, a safer workplace, but 
Jim also recognized that there was money to be 
made by improving the quality of the workplace. A 
happier work force would be more productive. In the 
environment of the shop floor, it was tough to discover 
what workers actually thought about their jobs or the 
growth of the company. Jim hatched a plan to research 
the underlying attitudes of the workforce, and he 
picked a most unlikely accomplice to implement it. 

AS SIMPLE AS A SMILE & ‘GOOD MORNING’
Linda Davis knew all about the rough and tumble of 
the oil fields. She worked for 17 years at an oil field 
transportation company and then in the late ‘80s, 
“the oil field just up and died around here.” She went 
back to school at the University of Wyoming, got her 
degree in accounting, and came to work at L&H a 
month after Leon hired Jim Clikeman in 1992. 

Linda’s first impressions were less than hopeful. 
“The language was not nice. Nobody had any respect 
for their environment.” The men spit sunflower 
seed shells on the floor. Nobody wore safety glasses. 
“Their attitude was, ‘Why bother.’ No one enforced 
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Mike Wandler. He steered Jeff to the Dale Carnegie 
seminar on personal development. He suggested 
that Mike take online classes in management. He 
sent Jeff an old article from the Harvard Business 
Review about how companies developed their 
visions and core values. He brought in business 
consultants from Manufacturing-Works to help 
with strategic planning. He tactfully corrected the 
spelling and grammar of company documents that 
Jeff or Mike wrote, arguing to the young leaders 
that to be taken seriously in the world of business, 
they would have to become more professional. 
The days of torn blue jeans and greasy work shirts 
were over. Under Jim’s tutelage, Jeff and Mike 
became businessmen.

When Lee Wandler finally sold his share in the 
company in July 2001, Jim found himself in a 
comfortable, mutually supportive partnership with 
Mike and Jeff. He became the pivot around which 
partnership decisions were made. If Jeff wanted to 
buy a company or make international partnerships, 
the decision would pass through Jim. If Mike 
wanted to increase the capital budget for machinery 
or facilities expansion, or to grow the field service 
division, it passed through Jim. 

Jim worked carefully. “As a minority shareholder, 
it’s not my place to steer people in one direction 

or another for my benefit. I have a fiduciary 
responsibility to L&H, not to Jim Clikeman. I’m 
not passive. I can be vocal when I need to be, but 
these days I don’t think we ever take a vote on 
anything. We’re never 2-1 or 1-2. If we can’t reach 
a consensus, we just don’t do things. It’s my job to 
help us reach consensus.” 

Linda Davis realized in 1992 that L&H had young employees, 
many of whom were newly married with young children. But L&H 
wasn’t a family-friendly company. She organized company picnics, 
celebrations, and family-oriented trips to build a spirit of teamwork. 
(L&H Industrial.)

L&H begins rebuilding and manfacturing railroad equipment
YEAR IN
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people and families.” With support from Jim 
and Leon, she started organizing family picnics, 
fishing derbies, Easter egg hunts, and trips to 
Deadwood, South Dakota for a night of gambling 
and entertainment. 

It took over a decade, but slowly the culture of L&H 
began to change. The safety culture changed. The 
way people interacted with each other changed. 
More women were hired in the offices and even on 
the shop floors. More people smiled on their way in 
the door each morning. 

Jim’s fascination with the minute details of the 
business led him far beyond attention to profit and 
loss reports. As the years went by, he spent less and 
less time hunched over financial spreadsheets, and 
more time casting an independent eye on the growth 
of the company.

Long before he joined L&H, Jim put himself through 
a series of personality tests as a form of personal 

exploration and growth. He discovered that his 
strengths lay in the area of relationship building. 
He had gone to a workshop with all the senior 
partners and managers in his CPA firm. Thirty 
people. Everyone in the room tested “analytical” or 
“drivers.” “Typical IRS auditors,” Jim joked. Jim was 
the only person who tested “amiable.” “I felt like a 
duck out of water,” he said. “I told the trainer that 
it seemed like I was in the wrong job.” The trainer 
responded that Jim was looking at it all wrong. He 
had something very valuable to bring to the table. He 
could build relationships. 

Jim became intrigued with how personality testing, 
when properly used, could improve relationships, 
communication, and career development within 
the company. He tested himself. He tested his 
own children. And when he arrived at L&H, he 
tested the management team and workers on the 
shop floor. What were the personality traits of a 
successful manager? Are all leaders “drivers”? Are 
all machinists perfectionists? He told himself, “If we 
can figure out what kind of person makes a great 
machinist, then we can improve our hiring practices.”

In his career as a CPA, Jim had put himself through 
a thousand hours of personal growth training. He 
came to understand that the growth of the company 
was keenly tuned to the personal growth of Jeff and 

Nobody can get mad if 
we recognize a person’s 
birthday. - Linda Davis
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Quality craftsmanship is still Job One. After a decade in 
management, Dave Holwell, working with Kevin Wilde, 
chose to return to his first love as a machinist. 
(Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)

As the vision of the owners evolved, L&H expanded its headquarters in 
Gillette beyond the original machine and mechanical shop that Leon 
built in 1982. New buildings included the weld shop, an inventory 
warehouse for manufactured parts, a new shipping and receiving 
center, engineering offices and a metallurgy laboratory. 
(L&H Industrial.)
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At the end of 1999, David Reyna became a five percent minority owner in Pro Parts, a 
small company in Tucson, Arizona that provided new parts to mines in the Southwest 
and Mexico. David was not a machinist or a welder. He had no industrial skills. He had 
taken six years to finish high school because, as he put it, “I was a lot better baseball 
player than I was a student.” He had no interest in college. After joining Pro Parts, he 
often struggled to understand the technical jargon of engineers at the mines. But what 
he lacked in formal education, he more than made up for with street smarts and tenacity. 
David knew how to build relationships. He was a natural and successful salesman. 
Although he had been offered several opportunities to leave Pro Parts over the years, he 
stayed because he was loyal and believed in the future of the company. The decision to 
become an owner reflected this confidence.

Pro Parts was not a manufacturer. Located in a quiet industrial park near downtown 
Tucson, the company acted as a proverbial middleman in American industry. David and 
his partners would identify a customer’s broken or worn out part and then provide a 
blueprint or engineer’s drawing to a job shop or small manufacturer like L&H to do the 
machine work. Pro Parts would then mark up the final product and sell it back to the mine. 

Mine managers loved Pro Parts because their relationships with OEMs were chronically 
rocky. When the mines needed a bid to keep OEMs competitive, Pro Parts was eager 
to step up. Pro Parts, like L&H, was an ‘equalizer’ that helped the mines offset the 
monopoly influence of OEMs.

ACCIDENTAL GENIUS 
Pro Parts Introduces L&H to the World

6With Jeff, you just feel that first 
impression of integrity. We spoke about 
everything. Family. Work. Our interests. 
To feel so close, right away, was just really 
a strong feeling.

David Reyna
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was just beginning to think about how to expand 
L&H sales outside Wyoming. “David was talking 
about selling parts in Mexico,” Jeff remembered. 
“For me, that was like going to Mars.”

In September 2000, Pro Parts and L&H shared a 
booth at the Las Vegas Mine Show. It was the first 
mine show that anyone at L&H had ever attended. 
Meeting potential customers with Reyna, including 
international mining executives, Jeff began to 
realize how global and interconnected the mining 
community was. It also made him realize L&H’s 
limited access to this market. No one at L&H had 
ever traveled south of the border. No one at L&H 
spoke Spanish. David Reyna was fluent.

A few months later, in January of 2001, David got a 
chance to continue their conversation. The majority 
owner of Pro Parts had been searching for a way to sell 
his stock in the company and retire. David wondered 
if L&H would be interested in buying these shares. 

Jeff was intrigued. If the two companies combined 
resources, L&H would bring a machine shop to 
the partnership, while Pro Parts had its blueprints 
and its relationships in the Southwest and Mexico. 
A deal might give L&H an opportunity to begin 
manufacturing new parts, which would open up new 
markets. David Reyna would be key to the deal. 

Jeff and Jim flew to Arizona to discuss a deal 
for L&H to purchase a minority stake in Pro Parts. 
After discussing the potential stock sale, and visiting a 
Mexican mine, David took his guests fishing at a bass 
pond in northern Mexico. Jeff was a serious fisherman. 
Jim and David not so much. “David and I got our 
fishing equipment, two chairs and our ice chests, and 
sat on the side of the pond,” Jim remembered. 

Joe Drefchinski and Porfirio Canamar at the 2004 International Mine 
Exhibition in Las Vegas. L&H began to attend this annual event in 
2000, as part of its developing relationship with Pro Parts and Jeff’s 
strategy to explore international markets. (L&H Industrial.)

Pro Parts had no machine or weld shop. But they did 
have file cabinets full of blueprints of the parts they 
had brokered over the years. They also had a spider 
web of contacts with mine customers and small job 
shops from Arizona to Mexico, South Africa and 
China. L&H occupied a northern spot in that web. 
David believed that Pro Parts biggest advantage was 
its location. Seventy miles from the Mexican border, 

the company had access to a vast market of Mexican 
and South American mines, where copper production 
alone had tripled in just 20 years.

For Reyna, a drill was a drill. A shovel was a shovel. 
It was all steel, whether the machines were mining 
coal, copper, silver, gold, or processing minerals. All 
the machines needed to be serviced. Over time all the 
parts wore out and had to be replaced. Mexico and 
South America held huge potential. 

AN INTERESTING PARTNERSHIP
Jeff Wandler appreciated the business David Reyna 
brought him. By the late 1990s L&H had become the 
official Pro Parts distributor for the Powder River 
Basin. The first time David came to Gillette, Jeff took 
him to a local mine and then announced, “We’re 
going to Rapid City.” Jeff explained that he wanted 
to attend an antique show, but the true value of a 
300-mile round trip was windshield time. Long 
drives across the northern plains offered a good way 
for Jeff to get to know people and for customers to 
get to know him. 

“With Jeff, you just feel that first impression of 
integrity,” David explained. “We spoke about 
everything. Family. Work. Our interests. To feel so 
close, right away, was just really a strong feeling.”
David made his own strong impression on Jeff, who 

A gifted salesman, David Reyna’s key contacts in South America 
and his fluency in Spanish made him an essential asset in the Pro 
Parts acquisition. (L&H Industrial.)
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Gillette. They miscalculated the Rock Springs market, 
and the differences between the oil fields and the 
coal mines. When they tried to force Niswender to 
change, they turned a modest asset into a loss. 

For a brief period they tried new leadership, but Rock 
Springs could not adapt. In the absence of a clear 
strategy, Rock Springs limped along, draining resources 
from L&H. The company eventually closed the Rock 
Spring shop and focused its energies on the coal mines.

All of this history fed Mike’s skeptical reaction to the 
idea of acquiring Pro Parts. He did not want to work 
with people he did not know in a region that was 
unfamiliar to advance an expansion strategy that he 
was not committed to. 

There was, however, one part of Jeff’s plan that 
Mike was interested in—the idea of building 
original parts. He had been thinking about it for a 
decade. How valuable could Pro Parts file drawers 
of blueprints be? Why did L&H need to buy a 
financially stressed company in Tucson to do what 
they could do themselves? 

Jeff refused to give up. The value, he argued, lay 
in the relationships that David Reyna had already 
built with Mexican mines and the potential to serve 
mines in Chile and Peru. For the first time in L&H’s 

history, someone was arguing that the value of human 
relations was equal to that of machines and blueprints. 

Jeff and Mike had difficulty reconciling their 
different approaches. Despite the fact they were 
in complete control of the company, Jeff and Mike 
had not broken out of the old L&H organizational 
culture. Rather than force themselves to integrate, 
synchronize their departments, and set strategic 
goals, they continued to work within the old culture 
of separate silos. They did not fight like the family 

Leon Wandler retires from L&H, eldest son, Lee, assumes presidency
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L&H opened a machine shop in Rock Springs, Wyoming at the height of 
conflict within management about the future direction of the company. 
The shop faced intense local competition. Without a clear vision 
from Gillette, a well-defined purpose, or strong local leadership the 
operation was not successful. It was closed in 2008. (L&H Industrial.)

As they drank a couple of beers, David confessed to 
Jim that he was worried about Pro Parts. “Something 
is just not right.” On paper, the company had done 
over $1.5 million in sales in 2000. It had big customers, 
particularly the Phelps Dodge Mine in Morenci, 
Arizona, as well as Mexican mines 40 miles south of 
Nogales. But despite the flow of work through the 
company, Pro Parts was in deep financial trouble. It 
couldn’t pay its bills, including the $350,000 it owed 
to L&H. David knew that Pro Parts needed better 
management. It made sense to him that L&H should 
buy the company outright. 

Jeff’s imagination ran wild with possibilities—Mexico, 
South America, South Africa, and Australia. 

Pro Parts was small, but it seemed to have 
relationships everywhere. But when Jeff pitched the 
idea to Mike as they were sitting in Ole’s Pizza in 
Gillette, Mike wasn’t interested. “He was thinking 
about machines and computers, not customers,” Jeff 
recalled. “We don’t have time for that right now.” 
Mike answered. “We need to focus on scheduling and 
our computer system for next year.’”

Mike also knew that L&H did not have a good track 
record with acquisitions and expansion. What looked 
good on paper often fell apart in the harsh light of 
reality. In 1993, several local oil field customers moved 
to Rock Springs, Wyoming to drill for gas. They 
were 350 miles from Gillette, and quickly grew tired 
of hauling their repair work over the back roads of 
Wyoming to L&H. “Set up a shop, and we’ll use you,” 
they had told Kelly Niswender at L&H. The investment 
was small. The Rock Springs shop could use old 
equipment from Gillette. The customers were solid. 
Niswender moved to Rock Springs to manage the shop.

For several years, Niswender managed the shop 
in the tradition of Leon and Lee, competing on price. 
Rock Springs generated a healthy profit for L&H. But 
when Mike, Jeff and Jim took over the company in 
2001, they tried to impose the same culture changes—
improving safety, eliminating drug and alcohol use, 
and selling value—that they were implementing in 

Kelly Niswender started his career at L&H right after high school, 
working as a mechanic at the Gillette facility. He later opened and 
managed L&H’s Rock Springs Facility. (L&H Industrial.)
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Field service could be a dangerous enterprise, especially when 
shovels were jacked up on unstable railroad ties to allow workers 
access to undercarriages. L&H innovated with an original lift 
system that provided a safer and more spacious work space for 
field crews. (L&H Industrial.)

had in the 90s. They left each other alone. But they 
were not yet pulling together. “If Mike wanted to 
buy a lathe and I didn’t think it made sense, he 
would just go ahead and do it anyway. Pro Parts 
was my project. Of course, as president, he had to 
finally sign off on it. But I was a 40 percent owner 
and I had a strong personality. I kept pushing.” 
Mike eventually agreed to support the purchase.

After two months of negotiations, L&H bought 
Pro Parts on October 1, 2001 from Dave White, 
Steve Sullivan, and David Reyna. Jim agreed to the 

acquisition, but only after a great deal of study and 
hand wringing. “We bought inventory, accounts 
receivable, the customer base, and proprietary 
information,” he said. “But in a nutshell, the value 
was David Reyna.” David was an asset, but he 
needed an engineering partner. Steve Metzger was 
the one obvious man who could walk in the front 
door of Pro Parts on Monday, work through the 
drawers of blueprints, and figure out by Friday 
whether L&H had made a bad investment. Steve had 
never heard of Pro Parts, but it was against his nature 
to walk away from the challenge. When Jeff and Mike 
offered him the job of senior engineer, he moved to 
Tucson the first week of October, and settled into an 
office next to David.

Soon after, Joe Drefchinski was dispatched to Tucson 
to analyze the value of the inventory. “I spent four 
weeks looking at that inventory, trying to figure out 
whether it was viable or junk. It was totally new to 
us. We didn’t know how to value their parts. Back 
then, we weren’t in the business of selling parts. A lot 
of times it was like, ‘I don’t know what the hell this 
is. Is there really any value on this?’”

For years, Steve Metzger had argued with anyone 
willing to listen that there was money to be made 
in shafts, rollers, and wheels, products that did not 
require sophisticated technology, just big lathes. 

Steve Metzger (left) played a variety of roles within L&H. One of 
the first members of the L&H engineering department, he moved 
to Tucson, Arizona in 2001 to become senior engineer at the newly 
acquired Pro Parts office. Reviewing file drawers full of blue prints, he 
looked for opportunities for L&H to grow by manufacturing new parts. 
(L&H Industrial.)
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treating us like kids, using this cow analogy to tell us 
no.” But in retrospect, Mike understood. They were 
in too deep. For the bank, the risks were too great 
and the new owners too inexperienced. “But back 
then I was too dumb to know how overwhelming it 
was,” Mike remembered.

Jim pieced together a short-term financial strategy to 
move the company forward. Lee agreed to finance 
his own buyout, and a different local bank agreed to 
provide the cash for the Pro Parts acquisition. But Jim 
realized that L&H needed a national bank with deep 
pockets, a rich knowledge of global mining,  
and the capacity to share L&H’s visions for growth. 
He turned to GE Capital. 

And then the ground caved in beneath their feet.
In the process of conducting its due diligence and 
environmental evaluation, GE Capital discovered 
an old oil spill beneath the machine shop, leaching 
toward the Gillette municipal fishing pond. With 
this kind of liability hanging over the company, the 
bankers had no intention of making a loan to L&H. 

BRINGING THE EPA TO L&H
The spill had been there for years. In 1982, when 
Leon Wandler opened the new L&H shop, it was 
a state of the art machine and weld shop with a 
modern system for the disposal of the oils and 

solvents that were an essential part of modern 
industry. Waste was poured into an open pit in the 
middle of the machine shop. When the pit filled 
to capacity, it overflowed into a pipe that led to an 
underground tank outside the shop. When the tank 
filled, a waste disposal company pumped the tank 
empty and the cycle would begin again. 

In the late 1980s, faced with a national epidemic of 
leaking tanks, the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) had ordered that old underground tanks be 
dug up and removed. Leon, who didn’t like being 
told what to do, dug up the L&H tank and set it 
on top of the ground. When the pit filled, workers 
would use a sump pump to move the waste oil 
directly into the outdoor, above-ground tank. There 
was only one thing wrong with this new plan. 
Nobody plugged the pipe that led underground from 
the pit to where the old tank had been. For 20 years, 
overflow from the pit leaked through the pipe into 
the ground beneath the L&H shops. “Whenever the 
pit got full, whatever was in it—oil, diesel fuel or 
solvent or all three—ran out the end of that pipe and 
just saturated into the ground all over the place,” Jeff 
remembered. “We had no clue  it was happening. We 
were imagining millions of dollars of clean up.”

With the discovery of the oil spill and GE Capital’s 
retreat, Mike, Jeff, and Jim were trapped. Once again 

John Romeo near fatal accident draws attention to L&H safety problems
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When he opened the Pro Parts file cabinets, that’s
 just what he found. “These guys had tons of that 
stuff all documented in the file cabinets. And not 
only that, they had a guy at Frankwen Forge in 
South Africa who could make the forgings for 
30 cents on the dollar.” 

Ten days after the Pro Parts deal was finalized, a 
month after the “9-11” national crisis, Jeff and Jim 
flew to South Africa to introduce themselves to 
vendors. It was a heady time. The gap was closing 

between Jeff’s imagination and reality. L&H was 
going to make parts in South Africa, sell them to 
mines in South America, and repair parts in Gillette. 

MANAGING DEBT
Reading the company’s spreadsheets every day, 
Jim could see what Mike and Jeff could not. The 
young Wandlers had vision, but each new idea 
and acquisition piled new debt on old. In the short 
run, this big bet was riding on a small number of 
coal mine customers in the Powder River Basin. 
Meanwhile, Leon was financing the costs of his own 
buyout. The company owed money for the new weld 
shop and Mike’s investments in the new LB-45 CNC 
lathe. The young leaders also needed to find some 
way to finance Lee’s buyout, as well as the purchase 
of Pro Parts. As long as the economy stayed strong, 
and all the assumptions about growth held steady, 
L&H would be okay, but with one little hiccup, they 
would be staring at tough choices. 

When Jim approached the company’s local bank for 
a large refinancing package, he was turned down 
flat. “We wanted a huge loan,” Mike remembered. 
The president of the bank was an old farm and 
ranch banker. “I’ll tell you like it is, boys,” he said. 
“If you’ve got one cow, I’ll loan you money to buy 
another cow.” The owners just stared at one another. 
“We couldn’t believe it,” Mike recalled. “He was 

The acquisition of Pro Parts introduced L&H to the South American 
market where David Reyna developed customers for a wide variety of 
parts, including shoes and undercarriage assemblies. (L&H Industrial.)
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trips he took down there.” After every trip, David 
came to Steve and asked: “Can we build this? Can 
we do that?” He wanted technical information to 
share with his mine contacts, anything that would 
make him seem more professional. Steve drew up 
sketches and sales materials. Slowly, through sheer 
perseverance, with the clock ticking against him, 
David began to sell parts in South America. 

But David and Jeff could not stay ahead of the red 
ink. By the end of 2002, Jim Clikeman’s patience 
was exhausted. He called Jeff to his office. “He gave 
me a very un-Jim Clikeman-like butt kicking,” Jeff 
remembered. “He kept asking, ‘Are we ever going 
to dig out of this?’” Jim and Mike agreed that the 
Tucson office should be closed and David relocated 
to Gillette as a salesman. It was a sober, rational, 
cost-cutting solution. 

For Jeff, Jim’s plan represented a retreat from the very 
advantages that made Pro Parts so unique. David 
Reyna was of no value in Gillette. He needed to be 
in Tucson. He needed to be working Mexico and 
South America. David sat quietly when Jim and Mike 
called Jeff during a sales trip to Texas to say they had 
decided to close Tucson. He still believed in Pro Parts 
and in Jeff’s vision of an international sales strategy. 
He knew he could make sales in South America. But 
he held his tongue, and moved his family to Gillette.

In 2003, as quickly as the Pro Parts deal had gone 
bad, the global copper market turned around. It 
became an object lesson in how difficult it is for a 
privately held, undercapitalized family company 
to control its own fate given the volatility of global 
commodity markets and the unpredictability of 
corporate decisions made half a continent away. 
L&H’s Mexican customer paid its outstanding bill. 
Then they returned L&H’s loyalty with new orders. 

Just weeks before the Tucson staff was scheduled to 
be laid off, and the lease on the building cancelled, 

Jeff and Mike Wandler were tested almost immediately after taking 
over the company in 2001 by heavy debt, the oil spill cleanup and and 
competing priorities. They were in control of the company, but they 
continued to operate in separate “silos” and had not yet learned to 
“pull together.” (L&H Industrial.)
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they were haunted by the old way of working. For 
the second time, the new leaders reached out to a 
government agency for assistance. This time it was 
the Wyoming Department of Environmental Quality 
(WDEQ), the state arm of the EPA.  And just as they 
had discovered when they invited OSHA to help 
them solve their safety problems, rather than looking 
to shut L&H down, WDEQ became a supportive ally. 
EPA had created a Super Fund to underwrite clean 
up problems. In the 1980s, the government had 
invited Wyoming companies to pay a minimal 
fee to participate in a kind of insurance fund that 
would cover the potential costs of cleaning up spills 
and other environmental damage. Leon’s distrust 
of government was so deep that he had refused 
to participate. With the discovery of the oil leak, 
the chickens had come home to roost. But instead 
of leaving L&H out in the cold, the staff at WDEQ 
allowed the company to retroactively pay the Super 
Fund fees and become enrolled. 

L&H did not have to tear down buildings or dig 
out foundations. It took five years for soil scientists 
to ventilate the soil and monitor the results. L&H 
learned to work with government. With a clean 
bill of health from EPA, the new leaders were able 
consolidate their debt and pay off Lee’s buy out. 
But L&H soon learned that financing alone wasn’t 
enough to make new acquisitions profitable. 

THE PRO PARTS ACQUISITION GOES BAD 
L&H hobbled along through 2002 with a lot riding 
on the success of Pro Parts. But almost from the first 
day things went wrong. In May 2002, Pro Parts’ 
largest customer in the Southwest, the Phelps Dodge 
Mine in Morenci, signed a service contract with its 
OEM that prohibited the company from buying 
after-market products. Metzger cynically called it the 
“Death to Pirates” contract. Pro Parts lost a $2 million 
customer overnight. The mine had purchased $800,000 
in parts in the 12 months leading up to May 2002. The 
following year, the mine’s orders totaled just $143,000. 
At the same time, global copper prices plunged 
and large Mexican mine operators, confronted with 
collapsing prices and striking workers, could not pay 
their outstanding bills to Pro Parts. In the quick span 
of 14 months, L&H lost $500,000 dollars on the Pro 
Parts purchase with no end in sight. With his first 
brash leap into the international market, Jeff had 
been humbled. 

 At his desk in Tucson, Steve Metzger had developed 
a healthy admiration for David Reyna’s dogged 
competitive spirit. “You couldn’t defeat David’s 
interest in making this business go. He doesn’t get 
intimidated, ever!” Steve recalled David’s attitude 
during the hectic days of 2002. “He went to Chile 
and Peru. He started knocking on doors, meeting the 
mining companies. I don’t know how many airplane 
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Jeff and David returned to Mike’s office and asked 
for more time. “Mike’s first reaction was, ‘What? 
That decision has been made.’” But he let Jeff make his 
case. “Mike does one thing that is always beneficial. 
He’s flexible. Instead of saying, ‘No. We’ve already 
made that decision. It’s too late. I’ve laid those people 
off,’ he said, ‘Okay. I don’t know if I agree with you. 
But I believe in David.’” Mike cancelled the layoffs, 
and gave Jeff, David, and the team in Tucson a second 
chance to make Pro Parts work. 

In the second year, Pro Parts made a profit of 
almost half a million dollars. By 2005, Pro Parts was 
completely integrated into L&H. The Tucson office 
was generating $11 million in sales of new parts. 

Just as they had expected, Jeff and David found 
new customers in Chile, Peru, and the Southwest: 
two shipper shafts for a shovel at the Chuquicamata 
mine in Chile; a 206-inch rotating gear for a P&H 
2800 shovel for the National Copper Corporation of 
Chile (CODELCO) mine; and a new boom for a P&H 
4100 XPC shovel for a mine in Mexico. From loyal 
customers came even bigger orders, and a deeper 
L&H commitment to Mexico and South America. 

In 2006, David handed the Chile account over 
to Pablo Velasquez who opened a field office to 
provide installation and field services to mines that 

were purchasing L&H parts and assemblies. L&H 
sales in Chile tripled under Velasquez’s leadership. 
Velasquez then looked to Brazil. In August 2008, 
L&H opened L&H Servicios Mineros Mexico, in 
partnership with David Reyna and Porfirio Canamar. 
As in Chile, L&H’s commitment to be on-site and 
to be accountable for its products helped quadruple 
sales in Mexico. By 2006, it was clear to Jim Clikeman 
that “Pro Parts was the single best investment 
we ever made.”

COMMITTING TO A SHARED VISION
The near disaster of the Pro Parts acquisition exposed 
old weaknesses in the L&H culture. Mike and Jeff 
were still operating in separate silos. It was not new 
technology or new markets, or even the difficulty 
of finding capital to expand that would hold the 
company back, Jim recognized. It was the inability 
to break down the silos, define a common vision, 
develop a unified strategic plan, and then integrate 
the work of the departments. 

In 2001, Jim had returned to the theme of a 
“strategic vision” as a way of pulling the two 
brothers together. He gave Jeff and Mike an old 
article from the Harvard Business Review entitled 
“Building Your Company’s Vision” by James C. 
Collins and Jerry Porras. “The article focused on the 
difference between having your values and living 

L&H Adopts “Visual” resource management program to schedule shops and coordinate work
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The key to developing loyal customers in Mexico was L&H’s 
willingness to invest in a Mexican machine shop and Mexican 
employees. (L&H Industrial.)
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When Jim Clikeman shared an article from the Harvard Business 
Review, Jeff became obsessed with articulating values that could 
guide L&H during periods of rapid growth, as well as downturns. 
He aspired to build an organizational culture capable of living by 
values shared by all the company’s employees and owners. 
(L&H Industrial.)

your values,” Jim said. “For Jeff it was like plugging 
in the cord on a jukebox. He started singing this 
song, and he started formulating what is today our 
value system.” 

Jeff read the article over and over, underlining 
important sections in yellow, taking notes on a 
legal pad, commenting to himself about ways that 
the new leadership could adapt the principles in 
the article to L&H. He made a checklist: “Provide 
a quality of life for employees and their families,” 
“honesty and integrity in all our dealings,” “have 
strong ethical relationships with customers 
and vendors,” “always be innovative by using 
everybody’s input,” “always be a leader in 
technology within our means,” and “always 
adding value in everything we do.” 

Some of Jeff’s thinking was academic and some of it 
came from boilerplate principles he had picked up 
from consultants, but many of the ideas flowed from 
his experience. He had watched how Leon treated 
workers and how the company dealt with customers. 
It was not simply the success of Pro Parts that gave 
the company forward momentum. The humbling 
lessons of near failure, combined with a willingness 
to fight through the challenges, had strengthened 
the relationship between Jeff, Mike, and Jim and set 
them, finally, on a common path. 

CREATIVE FAILURES
More than Mexico and South America opened up 
with the Pro Parts acquisition. Pro Parts brought 
with it customers in Canada, Australia, and most 
intriguing, a foundry in South Africa to cast gears 
and shoes. A month after the Pro Parts deal was 
signed, Jim and Jeff were on their way to South 
Africa to meet vendors. The South African 
connection expanded the opportunity for L&H to 
be a truly global company, casting its parts in South 
Africa, from blue prints generated by the engineering 
department in Gillette, for distribution to Pro Parts 
customers in South America, Mexico, and Canada. 
If L&H could be patient, the South African 
connection might also lead to new customers in 
South African mines. 

What Jeff soon discovered was that customers 
in other nations did not always do business the 
L&H way. Deep economic and cultural traditions 
intervened. Businesses with whom L&H hoped 
to build partnerships instead saw themselves as 
competitors, and occasionally Jeff’s “selling value” 
approach and disdain for favors and deal-making 
forced his salesmen to walk away from highly 
profitable opportunities. 

In 2004, L&H formed a partnership with Vamco 
Steel and Engineering in South Africa to purchase 
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Brett Montey came to work in the L&H hollowbore shop in 2007 as 
a manual machinist. Like many employees, he began an on-the-job 
training program in CNC machining. (Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)

Pylon Gears. The enthusiasm for acquisitions that 
would expand L&H’s capabilities was contagious. 
“I thought we were on our way,” Jeff remembered. 
“It was the next big adventure. We were in the 
gear business, finally. It was a no-brainer.” But 
the partnership began to fray almost immediately 
around a clash of personalities with the South 
African partner they barely knew, and their 

inability to control the costs of production. Like 
the experience in Rock Springs, the South African 
partnership floundered because L&H did not have 
direct control over local management, the internal 
culture of the company, or relationships with South 
African customers. In 2008, the relationship was so 
difficult that L&H stopped using Pylon. By 2010, 
L&H was ready to sell its interest and disengage. 
It took another two years before the final sale was 
completed. L&H was finally out in 2012. “It was part 
of our worldly experience,” Jeff remembered. “We 
got our money back. We manufactured $8 million in 
parts. It was a nice stepping stone.”

There were important lessons for L&H from the South 
African experience with Pylon. They discovered that 
they did not share the same value system or core 
principles as their partner. The differences made it 
impossible to develop the deep relationship that Jeff 
prized so highly. Their partner did not focus on selling 
value. Their partner was not interested in the kind 
of problem-solving, customer-oriented culture that 
L&H was trying to promote. Jeff also found himself 
alienated by the stark racial attitudes of old Afrikaners 
who were not adjusting to the post-apartheid policies 
of the new South Africa. 

L&H discovered that every partnership did not come 
with a David Reyna, who could thrive internally in 
the L&H culture while expanding the company’s 
relationships externally into new cultures. In the 
future, the owners would pay more attention to 
their partners. The experience was a splash of cold 
water for Jeff. “My L&H philosophy was naïve,” Jeff 
concluded. “I realized in the end that it wouldn’t 
work in South Africa.”

As Jeff began to network with customers and 
vendors around the world, he discovered the 
difficulty of adapting L&H’s approach to selling 
value to international customers who were used to 
a wide variety of local traditions and informal rules 
of entertaining, gift-giving, and favors. There were 

It’s a core value for us. 
We take ‘ethical sales’ 
very seriously. - Jim Clikeman
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of IPG’s railroad accounts to Sheridan. Once again, 
the deal was not immediately profitable, but under 
general manager Jay Will and with the help of his 
team, the operation became profitable. 

Six years later, in 2013, L&H acquired Western Mine 
Services (WMS), a Gillette-based shop that provided 
welding services to mines in Wyoming and Utah. 
Like Industrial Plating and Grinding, WMS 
represented an opportunity to fulfill short-term 
needs and long-term goals. With this acquisition, 
L&H was able to develop two Gillette-based 
campuses. The Field Service Division moved to the 
WMS campus in North Gillette. Meanwhile, WMS 
welding personnel were integrated into 
L&H and distributed to both facilities. The 
acquisition also included a shop in Trulia, Utah, 
which L&H planned as a hub for the company’s 
initiatives in Utah and Nevada. 

RE-THINKING THE GLOBAL INITIATIVE 
At the 2008 International Mine Show, Jeff struck up a 
conversation with a young man named Amit Sheth. He 
was the American agent for Vulcan Industrial ENGG. 
Co. from Gujarat, India. “He was raised in Chicago,” 
Jeff discovered, “and he talked to me just like he 
understood exactly who we were.” It took months for 
the relationship to evolve as Jeff was cautious because 
of the Pylon experience. “I was not threatened by 

Vulcan. I didn’t think they were a modern shop. 
I didn’t see them as competitors, but I wanted to know 
if we were going to butt heads.” Sheth visited the 
L&H shops in Tempe and Gillette. He invited the L&H 
leaders to visit India and meet the Vulcan owners.
 
Jeff, David Reyna, and Mike made the trip. Jeff was 
curious, but skeptical. He was happy to discover 
that “it was a really modern machine shop, and 
they were manufacturing new transmissions for the 

In 2007 L&H acquired Industrial Plating and Grinding, Inc. in Sheridan, 
Wyoming. The acquisition allowed L&H to expand its services into 
chrome plating and enhanced the company’s technical capabilities. 
The Sheridan facility increasingly took responsibility for serving the 
company’s railroad customers. (L&H Industrial.)

some places where Jeff’s approach did not work, and 
L&H salesmen learned to walk away. “It’s a core value 
for us. We take ‘ethical sales’ very seriously,” Jim 
explained. “We will not give favors. We don’t have big 
expense accounts. That’s something that everybody 
knows. We do everything on our merit. It’s instilled 
in our whole culture. Sometimes we lose business. 
But we also gain business. We earn the business that 
we get and we have great customers.” Jeff persisted: 
“At first, I was going to change the world. I was on 

my soapbox. I was constantly giving speeches, my 
Wyoming Boy Scout approach. I said, ‘If we can’t 
get customers selling value, we don’t want them. We 
will live without them. I’d rather live small and have 
integrity.’ I drew the line real deep and sharp.”

Over the years, Jeff and David Reyna and the L&H 
sales group learned that their value-based sales 
approach did work in some places. It worked in 
Mexico. It worked in South America. It worked in 
Canada. It worked where companies had grudgingly 
adapted to local systems of crony capitalism, but 
were eager to find value-based alternatives. 

GROWING LOCALLY
While L&H was exploring the world, it was 
also consolidating its position in the Powder 
River Basin. The core principle was to add the 
human and technical resources that would 
round out the company’s capabilities. The 
targets were often opportunistic rather than 
well-planned strategic moves. When Industrial 
Plating and Grinding (IPG), in Sheridan, Wyoming, 
became available in 2007 at a reasonable price, 
L&H bought the company. IPG added value with 
its hydraulic manufacturing, its ability to rebuild 
and repair cylinders, and its hard chrome plating 
capacity. With the acquisition, L&H consolidated its 
position in the regional market, and it moved many 

L&H field crew installing a ring gear. After the South Africa experience, 
Jeff began to re-think the pace of his global outreach strategy and 
returned to the philosophy of selling what L&H did best; design 
innovation, quality manufacture, field service, and attention to the 
needs of customers. (L&H Industrial.)
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machines that we also worked on.” The L&H team 
had allocated three full days to visit the Vulcan shop 
and meet Sanjay Gandhi and his family. Jeff was 
worried that they would not have enough to talk 
about to fill a single day, but he was intrigued by the 
parallels between the Wandler family and the Gandhi 
family. Their histories were similar. Vulcan had been 
founded by a strong patriarch, and was managed 
day to day by the second generation—just like 
L&H. “We hit it off so well just by walking around 
his machine shop, telling war stories, and meeting 
with his dad,” Jeff remembered. “We went for three 
days, we could have stayed for a whole week.” 
By the end of the visit, L&H and Vulcan agreed 
to form a joint venture to manufacture and sell 
drills and transmissions for mining shovels. In two 
years, the L&H/Vulcan partnership engineered and 
manufactured 20 transmissions. The partnership 
generated $4 million in sales for L&H the first year, 
$6 million the second, and $10 million the third. 

A profitable production agreement was only part 
of the reason L&H benefitted from its relationship 
with Vulcan and the Gandhi family. Sanjay Gandhi 
also taught Jeff how to understand and navigate his 
way in the markets of emerging industrial nations 
with large mining sectors. Jeff realized that it would 
be best for L&H to work where it understood 
the rules of business, and find a partner like 

Vulcan to work in those countries and cultures that 
L&H did not understand.

In 2012, L&H and Vulcan divided the world in half, 
with L&H focusing on South America, Mexico, the 
United States, Canada, and Australia, and Vulcan 
concentrating on Africa, Asia, Russia, and Europe. 
“I’ve learned that good partnerships are like good 
marriages,” Jeff said, reflecting on the deepening 
relationship with Vulcan. “Both sides have to tend 
the marriage. Our relationship with Vulcan is good 
because it is good for both of us. Now, we just have 
to tend the marriage.” 

Jeff and Mike Wandler with the management team at Vulcan (l to r): 
Amit Sheth, Jeff, Mike, Rajiv Gandhi, Sanjay Gandhi, and Ankit Gandhi. 
Like L&H, Vulcan was family owned and managed by the second 
generation. The two companies faced many of the same 
market obstacles. (L&H Industrial.)

On his first trip to India, Jeff was not concerned about competition from Vulcan 
Industrial ENGG. He expected to find a small, regional machine shop a decade 
behind L&H. Instead, he discovered a state of the art CNC shop with a 
management team that reflected L&H’s strategic goals. (L&H Industrial.)
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Kevin Trigg behind the mask: New alloys and more tightly controlled 
steel formulas made precision flame hardening an essential part of 
the manufacturing process. (Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)

Night shift machinist, Caitlin Fox, is part of a new generation 
of L&H machinists. (Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)
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After Lee’s buyout in 2001, Mike Wandler owned almost half the shares in L&H. He 
had worked at the company longer than any of his partners. He had supervised the 
transition to CNC and implemented the Visual resource management program. He 
wanted to be president, but for all the wrong reasons. “I think I wanted the job because 
I didn’t want anyone else to be my boss,” he explained. Jim Clikeman winced at the 
realization that there was no obvious leader to take over. He came closest to having the 
executive skills required to run the company, but he was not a family member and only 
a minority owner. He did not want the job himself. Although he agreed to support Mike, 
he did not believe Mike was ready. 

Mike did not believe he was ready either. Ever since dropping out of high school, Mike 
had made it a habit to take short courses that enhanced his knowledge of new 
technologies like CNC and computer software, as well as a few leadership training 
seminars. But he lacked confidence. “In the back of my mind I had always had this 
feeling of being inferior to other business people. I thought to myself, I’m a high school 
drop out, and I’m in a job I’m not trained for and I don’t have the education.” Mike  
remembered going to Denver to attend a workshop with other executives. “The stuff 
they were talking about was Greek to me. I just felt like, ‘Wow. I’m a dumbass. I don’t 
belong in the position I’m in.’”

To ground himself in the basic principles of business, Mike enrolled in an online 
business degree program at Kennedy-Western University. After 10 or 12 hours at 

COMING OF AGE 
The Continuing Education of Mike Wandler

7I learned at OPM that my job as president 
was to make sure that other shareholders 
had the information they needed to make 
good decisions. I work for them. It’s my job 
to make sure that my shareholders and my 
people are all working well together and 
getting along.

Mike Wandler
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The 2009 class of the Owner/President 
Management program on the steps of the 
Harvard Business School including L&H 
CEO Mike Wandler. (L&H Industrial.)

136

L&H every day, he would go home, open the thick 
textbooks, and make himself study. When he finished 
a book, he would drive to the Gillette Public Library, 
log onto the university test site, and take his exams. 
It was a thankless chore. No one at L&H thought 
that having a college degree had anything to do 
with being the leader of an industrial job shop. 
Most people didn’t even know he was enrolled 
at Kennedy-Western University. The insecurity 

was internal, all his own. But after two years, Mike 
completed his degree in Business Administration, and 
he knew he wanted more. 

One day, thumbing through Family Business 
magazine, Mike saw an advertisement for the Owner 
President/Management Program (OPM) at the 
Harvard Business School. It was a three-year course 
for executives, built around intense summer sessions 
in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and it was specifically 
designed for owners and leaders of medium-sized 
family companies with sales between $10 and $200 
million a year.

It was exactly the kind of program Mike needed, but 
it was Harvard. He thought there was no way that 
a guy who had dropped out of Campbell County 
High School and just finished an online bachelor’s 
degree program from Kennedy-Western, would ever 
be accepted into a program at the Harvard Business 
School. Mike underestimated his own potential. He 
also underestimated Harvard’s desire to include 
executives from every region in the world. Only 
one other person from Wyoming had ever been 
through the program. The power of the program lay 
in the networking between executives living in the 
real world pressure cooker of business, not family 
connections or a high GPA, and Mike’s real world 
responsibilities made him plenty qualified. Mike was in.

When Troy Allee first partnered with Mike Wandler to bring CNC 
machining to L&H, he told no one in the shop that he was a trained 
engineer. Two decades later, Allee is a senior engineer on a staff of 28 
engineers. (L&H Industrial.)
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It was the first time Mike had ever lived in a 
dormitory. He listened to lectures from the world’s 
leading authorities on international banking. He 
debated the future of globalization with business 
executives who were living the challenges just like 
him. He studied the history of American industry 
from morning to midnight. Before his last summer 
on campus, the country fell into the Great Recession. 
He spent his last sessions trying to understand the 
impact it might have on L&H and the businesses of 
his new friends. The world’s leading experts told his 
class, the global economy is so complex, everything is 
so interconnected, we don’t know what will happen. 
His insecurities began to melt away. He discovered 
that he wasn’t a “dumbass” after all. 

“It was a very black and white change after he went 
to Harvard,” Jim Clikeman recognized. “He started 
seeing the bigger picture. He was surrounded by 
people who were college-educated to begin with, and 
in positions of responsibility and power. He started 
to feel like he belonged.” 

Mike developed a network of friends and colleagues 
with similar problems, who were available in time of 
need. When L&H ran into trouble in its partnership 
with a South African gear manufacturer, Mike 
turned to colleagues from the Harvard program for 
advice and assistance. When his fellow students 

needed advice about how to implement a resource 
management program, they called him. He continued 
to attend annual retreats with the OPM-38 group for 
years after he completed the program. 

The most important lesson of the Harvard experience 
came from Mike’s realization that the burden of 
breaking down the silo culture at L&H that kept him 
alienated from Jeff and other supervisors was his 
responsibility. He was the chief executive officer. “It 
took until halfway through the OPM training before 
me and Jeff smoothed out and started acting right. 
That’s when we got to the point where we would 
not kill each other publicly. We had the childhood, 
brotherly thing, the fighting going on. He would say 
something that would piss me off, and then I would 
say something that pissed him off. And we would 
fight in front of everybody.” 

Mike learned at OPM that his job as president 
was to make sure that other shareholders had the 
information they needed to make good decisions. 
“I work for them. It’s my job to make sure that my 
shareholders and my people are all working well 
together and getting along. If I’m not getting along 
with Jeff, guess what, everybody else will go crazy. It 
wasn’t natural for me. It took me a while. But when I 
really understood it, that’s when the fighting and the 
back biting stopped.” 

Lee Wandler sells his interest in L&H to his brothers and Jim Clikeman
YEAR IN

HISTORY
2001

In 2003, L&H Welding and Machine changed its name to L&H 
Industrial, Inc. The company was ready to promote its core 
competencies in oil, mining, and railroads, as well as its commitment 
to grow beyond its first generation identity as a job shop to become 
a manufacturer of original parts. (L&H Industrial.)
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Bryan Ferguson boring a saddle block headed for the oil 
sands of Canada. (Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)

Kevin Trigg began work at L&H in 1980, by 2014, 
his 34 years of service made him the longest 
serving employee at L&H. (L&H Industrial.)
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No one at L&H in the first decade of the twenty-first century would have compared the 
company’s strategy to the early industrial policies of Alexander Hamilton, America’s 
founding Secretary of the Treasury. In the early days of the Republic, Hamilton 
dispatched an industrial spy across the Atlantic to learn trade secrets of British textile 
manufacturers. It was a time-honored tradition, practiced by nations over the centuries. 
Entrenched companies described it as piracy; budding entrepreneurs saw it as the first 
step toward a new round of innovation. 

From the first sketches of broken parts that Leon Wandler improved to the most 
sophisticated mine shovel assemblies that the company’s engineers reverse engineered 
from junk piles, L&H knew exactly who they were, and what they were good at. 
Some people called them pirates, but the key to their success was the engineering and 
manufacturing of incremental, sometimes groundbreaking, innovations. The value 
of L&H products wasn’t in the part itself, but in the value of the improvement. The 
company was constantly trying to give its customers products that were “as good 
or better” than the original OEM parts; better designs, materials, craftsmanship, 
assembly, and service. 

It wasn’t easy. The OEMs guarded blueprints and specifications like crown jewels. 
Most of the reverse engineering that L&H did was from old broken, junked parts. Even 
if the craftsmanship and price were competitive, why would a customer buy a brand 
new L&H-manufactured part for an OEM shovel or dragline if L&H did not have the 

LIFE OF PIRATES 
Designing & Manufacturing New Parts

8“
”

Right before joining Treasury, (Coxe) posted a man 
named Andrew Mitchell to England to snoop around 
factories and surreptitiously make models of textile 
machinery…Clearly, the U.S. government condoned 
something that, in modern phraseology, could be 
termed industrial espionage. Hamilton put the full 
authority of the Treasury behind the piracy of British 
trade secrets.

A. Ron Chernow
Alexander Hamilton
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A CAD rendering of an L&H Omega undercarriage. Innovations 
in shoe design reinforced L&H’s mastery of shovel undercarriage 
engineering and manufacturing. (L&H Industrial.)

blue prints of the original part to work from? It was 
a constant game of cat and mouse that severely 
inhibited Mike Wandler’s dream of growing L&H 
into a manufacturing company of original parts. 
And then, one day, Steve Metzger got a tip from 
Mexico. “I had been aware that P&H had been 
making this crawler shoe system for its shovels 
called ‘Delta Drive’,” Steve recalled. “Our Pro Parts 

guy whispered in my ear one day, ‘I know of a mine 
where they have six spare Delta Drive crawler 
shoes at the mine just sitting out in the dirt, out 
behind the shop.’ I said, ‘Really? Those things are 
like gold. Can you get me in there? I want to 
measure those things.’” 

Working from measurements and photographs, 
Steve reverse engineered the shoes. He took his new 
design to a mentor from his days at Marion. “He 
told me, ‘This is just fabulous. The life span of these 
shoes is fabulous. But this is a really old design. I 
don’t think P&H will ever be able to patent this stuff. 
It’s pre-existing.’ So I copied it, flat out.” And then 
he improved it. He added bigger lugs, changed the 
height of the roller path, changed the material to add 
life and strength, added astroloy pins, and made 
small adjustments to make it stronger. “I’ve looked 
at enough junk shoes to know where the meat has 
to go,” Steve explained. “I can’t tell you how many 
broken mining parts I’ve looked at over the years 
that would have worked if they had added a 
cup of steel.” 

L&H had no customers for newly designed track 
shoes, and no plans to build a prototype. Steve filed 
his new design away, and waited for an opportunity.
A few months later, Steve’s long time partner Scott 
Wedertz found himself pitching the old L&H shoe 

The unique conditions of the Canadian oil sands required the 
development of a new “high floatation” design for L&H’s Omega 
shoes. Cast in one piece by L&H, the twelve-foot wide, 18-percent 
manganese shoes lasted longer than traditional designs. They also 
rode the soft sands and did not sink into the ground. (L&H Industrial.)
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system to a mine in Canada. When the mine 
agent explained that P&H had promised to build 
a new ‘Delta Drive’ system, Wedertz called 
Metzger: “Do we know anything about ‘Delta 
Drive’? What is it?” 
 
Finally, the moment Steve had been waiting for had 
arrived. “I said, ‘Scott, I’ve got reverse engineered 
drawings of the shoe. I measured how to build the 
tumblers off of that. But we’ve got no plans to build a 
prototype. It just exists as information in my head.” 
Wedertz went back into his meeting and said, “We 
have been experimenting with this technology, and 
we can build it too.” The mine engineer asked, “Is 
it like Delta Drive?” Wedertz ran to the phone and 
called Metzger. “What the hell do we call our system? 
We can’t call it Delta.” Steve expanded on the idea 
of using a Greek symbol. “I thought, ‘Greek letters 
are free.’ Omega is Greek. We’ll call ours the ‘Omega 
system.’” The Canadian mine was afraid to pull the 
trigger. Wedertz lost the bid, but not for a lack of 
sheer audacity. 

A year later, the Peabody coal mine in Wyoming 
gave L&H a second shot. They ordered two Omega 
deep engagement crawler systems. The new system 
ran 35,000 hours, 10,000 hours longer than the older 
designs. The Omega brand of L&H parts was born. 
To complement the new line of products, L&H also 

tightened its organization to manage growth. Joel 
Christophersen moved from Rock Springs to become 
the general manager in Gillette. He had spent a 
lifetime in mining, but had broken away in mid-
career to earn an MBA from Pepperdine University. 
With experience on the shop floor and in business, 
he was the kind of hybrid manager that Mike was 
looking for. In sales, Philip Mooren rose to become 
L&H’s first product line manager, focused on the 
development and marketing of new products. 

With its Omega Drive System for Bucyrus 395 and 495 shovels, L&H 
increased the contact surface of the tumbler and used manganese in 
the metal formula of the shoe to create a longer lasting, more efficient, 
low maintenance drive system. (L&H Industrial.)

L&H discovers oil leak beneath machine shop and gets assistance from EPA for cleanup
YEAR IN

HISTORY
2001

L&H engineers completely redesigned the internal structure of Omega 
booms destined for P&H shovels in Chile and Mexico to reduce the 
potential for fatigue and structural failures. (L&H Industrial.)
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When the apron feeder at a mine in Arizona broke in 2014, mineral processing operations 
were down by 50 percent. The owners turned to L&H Tempe to make repairs and get the 
mine’s machinery back on line one week later. (Brittney Thomas. L&H Industrial.)
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Wayne Myers had been with the old Goldman Gear and Machine Works in Tempe, 
Arizona through good times and bad. It was 2002, and these were bad times. 

Wayne had come to work for Bill Goldman straight out of high school in the 1970s. 
He worked odd jobs, swept metal shavings, and helped machinists set up their tools. 
Goldman was driven by a vision to turn his small job shop into the world’s best gear 
manufacturing company. Gearing was an essential part of every industrial economy. 
Any machine that had moving parts had gears, and Goldman wanted to build the 
biggest, best gears that an engineer could dream up. Just like Leon Wandler had ridden 
the boom times in the Powder River Basin, he had built his company by providing 
dragline swing rack segments and large gears to Midwestern coal mines in Indiana, 
Illinois, Kentucky, and Ohio. But he could never raise the capital to fulfill his big dream 
to become dominant in the Southwest. 

After Goldman sold his company in 1982 to Xtek in Cincinnati, Ohio, Myers stayed on. 
He spent 12 years as a machinist, and rose to be a supervisor of the gear shop. For eight 
years, he was a company salesman. When the company was sold a second time to XMS 
(Xtek Mining Services), Myers rose to become operations manager.

During all these years, each new owner had a new strategy to make the business work. 
But the lack of capital investment haunted every new idea. Over time Myers had 
watched the investment in new machinery slow to a crawl. Maintenance budgets were 

BUILDING GEARS 
New Markets, New Technology, New Shops

9It was a stressful time. I worked for one 
company, and I was trying to delicately 
encourage them to let it go.

Wayne Myers
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and round.” The gear was in service for the next 
ten years, lasting longer than any other gear on the 
CODELCO property.

The ring gear project with L&H pumped much 
needed cash into XMS, but it had been a one-off 
project for a Chilean mine. It wasn’t going to create 
steady work for the Tempe company. What Myers 
needed was a partner who would make a long-term 
commitment to restore the business to Bill Goldman’s 
original vision. He found his partner in Jeff Wandler.

Wayne was drawn to Jeff’s bold vision of the future, 
his dreams of working in Mexico and South America, 
L&H’s commitment to technological innovation, and 
an organizational culture in Gillette that focused on 
employees and customer service. “Jeff and I had a 
thousand conversations about those things,” 
Myers remembered. “And Jeff would always ask 
about our employees. ‘What about Mark [Griffin]? 
How long has Mark been here? What is his 
viewpoint? Would he be happy working for L&H? 
He was just always people driven.” Myers was also 
impressed by the way L&H lavished attention on its 
customers. “I’ve never known a company that was so 
customer-focused.” 

 When his bosses at XMS asked Myers for ideas about 
how to generate new investment in the company, 

he suggested that they reach out to L&H. He was 
adamant about the type of investor the shop needed. 
“You need to have an investor that knows the 
industry, and has a passion for the industry,” he said.
XMS management knew Jeff was interested in 
making gears. Perhaps, Myers reasoned, the time 
was right. Jeff made a whirlwind trip to Phoenix with 
Mike, Jim, and Leon. But with Pro Parts fighting for 
survival, Jeff was in no position to win an argument 
about a new investment that would take years to 
return a profit. Besides, from Mike’s point of view, 
visiting the shop was worse than not going at all. “I 
knew the shop was junk. Just walking through it you 
could see all the machines were old, antiquated, and 
worn out. The cranes were from 1904.” 

Jeff was looking past the machines and ten years 
down the road. He was thinking about breaking into 
the Southwest, complementing the work in Tucson 
with a state of the art shop in Tempe. He returned to 
themes he had used to justify the Pro Parts purchase. 
“Look at the vision,” he argued. “Buy a place that has 
customers, prints, and employees.” But Mike said, 
“No.” Jeff had no leg to stand on. “I knew I couldn’t 
wave the flag, ‘Let’s invest in another company.’” 

Wayne Myers was conflicted. “No one at L&H had 
any interest in being a passive investor in a company 
they did not believe in. He knew what he really 

L&H acquires Pro Parts in Tucson, Arizona
YEAR IN

HISTORY
2001

cut and profits from new work were poured into debt 
service rather than new investment. The workforce 
declined from 90 at the height of the Goldman era in 
the 1970s, to 50 at the turn of the twenty-first century. 
Working conditions were hard on employees, who 
often suffered through hot Arizona summers without 
air conditioning. Temperatures on the shop floor 
regularly reached 110, even 120 degrees. Both men 
and machines shut down in the heat.

In 2002, XMS was hanging on by a thread when 
Myers got a phone call from Steve Metzger at L&H 
in Tucson. The CODELCO Copper Mine in Chile, 
one of the new customers that David Reyna had 
brought to L&H, needed a new ring gear for a 2800 
P&H shovel. This was an expensive, huge 206 inch-
diameter rotating gear. The mine’s engineers wanted 
the ring to be split in two, and Metzger’s calculations 
convinced him that it could be done with a few 
small modifications to the original design. It was just 
the kind of challenge that excited Steve: creating a 
solution that was better than the OEM’s design. 

Myers and master gear engineer Mark Griffin 
agreed to take on the challenge. The key to the 
project was the old World War II-era Maag Gear 
Cutter at the XMS shop in Tempe. It was an 
antiquated machine that ran tediously slow, but it 
cut quality gears. More important, it was capable 
of making enormous gears that the shop in Gillette 
could not make. Scot Forge, a company based in 
Illinois, provided the forging. “We took it to Tempe, 
sawed it, machined it, made it into a split gear, and 
then shipped it to Chile,” Steve remembered. Crews 
at the CODELCO mine jacked the shovel apart, set 
the gear into position, and went to work. “It was 
such a success,” Steve recalled. “People stood around 
saying ‘It will never work. It’s going to break the end 
teeth,’ blah, blah, blah, but it just kept going round 

Wayne Myers was the quiet mastermind of the L&H acquisition of 
XMS in 2008. His first task after L&H took over was to find the best 
gear grinding machinery in the world and install it in the Tempe shop. 
(L&H Industrial.)
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L&H purchased new equipment, improved safety, installed air 
conditioning, and expanded the floor plan at the old Goldman Gear 
facility in Tempe, Arizona. With these upgrades, the Tempe shop was 
able to serve Mexico and South America and develop a product line 
for mineral processing machines in the Southwest. (L&H Industrial.)

wanted. He wanted L&H to buy the XMS shop 
outright, invest in new gear technology, renovate the 
shops, develop a new marketing strategy, and turn 
the culture upside down. He wanted L&H to return 
to William Goldman’s original vision. 

For six long years Wayne Myers and Jeff Wandler 
continued to talk, and with each phone conversation, 
Myers was won over to the L&H way. “It was a 

stressful time,” Wayne remembered. “I worked 
for one company, and I was trying to delicately 
encourage them to let it go. So it was a precarious 
position for me to be in.” 

ONE MORE BET ON THE FUTURE
No one at L&H believed they were anywhere near 
building their own shovel or dragline. Even as a 
dream, that was still far beyond the horizon. But the 
fact remained, when the time did come, they would 
need the capacity to build gears, and L&H was not 
known for building gears. L&H had tried to build 
a gear partnership in South Africa, but after several 
years of financial success, the personal relationship 
soured. L&H tried to work with another gear company 
in Australia, but that project failed as well. Through it 
all, Jeff kept his eye on the XMS shop in Tempe. 

By the time XMS finally became available in 2008, 
Pro Parts had weathered the storm and was 
successfully integrated into L&H. The Mexican and 
South American markets were highly profitable. 
Instead of XMS being “Jeff’s project,” all three 
partners could see the potential. L&H bought the 
company in December 2008, and moved deliberately 
to transform the business. 

Once again, the acquisition was more than Mike 
had bargained for. “I went in there trying to fix 

Bill and Tiffany Goldman: When L&H purchased XMS in 2008, they 
embraced the original vision of Bill Goldman to become one of the 
premier gear manufacturing shops in the world. (L&H Industrial.)
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way. We didn’t want anybody to be able to say we 
couldn’t make a great gear.”

In addition to the Höfler grinder, L&H purchased a 
multifunction Ravensburg CNC lathe to manufacture 
shafts for large gears, upgraded the gasher, and 
installed a new Lucas horizontal boring mill and 
a 12-foot New Century VTL. When renovation and 
expansion were completed, the L&H shop in Tempe 
would focus on gears for shovels and draglines, 
and mineral processing. Mike was determined to 
make the Tempe shop the best mineral processing 
shop in the West. He knew it would take ten years 
to re-construct Tempe from a people standpoint, 
from a discipline standpoint, and from a machine 
standpoint, but he was confident it could be done.

In 2012, L&H purchased the Tempe property from 
the Goldman family. Months later, Mike and Bill 
Goldman shared their thoughts about the future of 
the L&H enterprise. “There were so many similarities 
in the way we think,” Mike said. “We were 
continuing and finishing the dream he had back in 
the 1970s. We are doing it with new technology, but 
basically Bill could have written the business plan 
for what we’re doing.”

As Mike reconstructed the production capabilities 
of the shop, Jeff shifted the marketing to focus on 

dragline work and mineral processing from the 
Southwest and Mexico. To signal the emphasis 
on sales and marketing, Wayne Myers became 
regional sales manager. 

L&H changes name to L&H Industrial, Inc.
YEAR IN

HISTORY
2003

Jeff Wandler convened a “Gear Committee” to focus on making 
Tempe a world-class gear shop. Wayne Myers spent a year studying 
the options. To underscore L&H’s commitment to quality, in 2012 L&H 
purchased a German-made Rapid 6000 Höfler gear grinder, one of 
only three in North America. (L&H Industrial.)
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and upgrade their equipment, and it was just one 
nightmare after another.” The problems were a 
hundred times worse than he had imagined. “The 
neglect, you can’t imagine. They couldn’t drill a 
bolt pattern. Their machines were breaking down 
constantly when the heat got above 90 degrees. 
Their cranes were completely out of compliance.” 
It quickly became apparent that there were no quick 
fixes. If L&H wanted to improve its reputation and 
get the shop on its feet, it would need an entire 
overhaul with new machines, new leadership, 
and new buildings.

L&H invited OSHA to review safety and working 
conditions. The company installed air conditioning 
and a new 200-ton crane system. They repainted 
the walls. The mechanical shop was torn down and 
redesigned to become a transmission manufacture 
and rebuild shop. Mike installed job coordinators 
in the organizational structure, and established a 
behavior-based safety culture. He introduced the 
Visual resource management program that had 
revolutionized the flow of work through the Gillette 
shop. He began the expensive process of converting 
the shop to CNC machines. “I kept telling our people 
that we couldn’t continue to use World War II-1940s 
technology and expect our reputation to change.” 
The first challenge was to overcome the company’s 
bad reputation for building gears. 

To Wayne Myers’ delight, Jeff convened a Gear 
Standards Committee to evaluate the shop’s 
capabilities and plan new investments that would 
make the company truly world class. He reached 
out to Bill Goldman and invited him to join the 
committee. The group tackled big questions: 
“How do we separate ourselves from the other 
after-market gear manufacturing companies that 
are grinding their gears? How do we surpass the 
original equipment manufacturers?” 

After a year-long investigation, Wayne recommended 
that L&H purchase a six-meter, five-axis, Rapid 6000 
Höfler gear grinder from Germany. Only seven of 
these machines existed in the world, and only three 
were in North America. With a quality rating of 14 
from the American Gear Manufacturers Association 
(AGMA) and the ability to generate a 24-Ra 
surface finish, the Höfler grinder far exceeded the 
specifications of original OEM gears. 

“We debated it fiercely because it was the most 
expensive machine we had ever purchased,” Mike 
explained. “We knew we couldn’t fill it up. But 
we had just bought a company that had a terrible 
reputation in gear manufacturing and we were 
determined to fix the reputation. In order to do that, 
we had to make a statement, and go from Stone Age 
technology to the very best. We couldn’t go half 
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painted his race car tangerine orange to stand out 
against the white salt flats of Bonneville, and took off 
for the Utah desert. 

For seven years, Bill and Garrett Goldman and 
their friends raced at Bonneville. In 2008, Bill 
Goldman established a new record in his class, at 
211.093 miles per hour. A few years later, Garrett 
joined his father in the “200 mph Club” with a 
record of 215.746 miles per hour. 

Somewhere along the way, when L&H began 
negotiating with the Goldman family to purchase 
the company property in Tempe, Wayne Myers 
noticed the color of the Goldman roadster. Orange: 
a key color in the L&H Logo. Wayne was the bridge 
between L&H and the Goldman family. Maybe, he 
thought, L&H would sponsor the racing car. Maybe 
friendships could be formed around a mutual interest 
in precision machines. Maybe Mike Wandler’s 
teenage fascination with hot rods would draw him 
closer to the Goldman family. In 2011, Wayne and 
Mike Wandler joined the Goldman-Shores team at 
the salt flats for Speed Week. 

For Garrett Goldman, Bonneville was a refuge 
from the day-to-day pressures of work. He was an 
engineer with an international civil engineering 
company. The company was publicly traded, with 

13,000 employees. He was a cog in a vast machine. 
During the down times at Bonneville, Garrett talked 
about his work with Mike. “We joked that every 
month was like a quarter and every quarter was like 
a year, and we never planned more than two years 
out. So the vision just wasn’t there. We were just 
fighting to stay alive.” 

The more Garrett listened to Mike talk about L&H, 
his family, the company’s vision for the future, the 
more Garrett was won over. “There I was, thinking 
a few months ahead in my job, and these guys at 
L&H were thinking five years ahead, ten years. It 
really appealed to me.” They talked more in Phoenix. 
Mike invited Garrett to visit the shop when he was 
in town. In the spring of 2013, Garrett Goldman 
accepted an invitation from L&H to become general 
manager of the L&H plant in Tempe. The buildings 
his grandfather had built with his own hands, the 
company his father had created, were back in the 
Goldman family, and under his stewardship as part 
of the L&H team. 

L&H forms partnership in South Africa to purchase Pylon Gear Co.
YEAR IN

HISTORY
2004

The Tempe project, more than any other L&H 
expansion, signaled a new stage in the management 
relationship between Mike and Jeff Wandler. 
Reflecting on the decision to invest $3.5 million in 
the Höfler gear grinder, Mike concluded: “Ten years 
ago, Jeff wouldn’t have even been in the conversation 
about what to buy or how to use it. He would have 
been an afterthought. Now he’s at the front end of 
the conversation. I need buy-in from Jim and Jeff 
to make something big happen. We don’t vote on 

shares, or vote on the number of people in the room. 
If I don’t have their blessing, I just don’t do things.” 
Occasionally, Mike confessed, “I might twist their 
arm to get them to come my way, and they would do 
the same to me, but these days all three of us have to 
agree before we do something. One person can veto. 
That wasn’t the case a decade ago. That’s what broke 
the silos down.”

THE GOLDMAN ROADSTER
Bill Goldman had always loved race cars. Over 
the decades, family and business and the drift of 
time had gotten in the way of his dream to be a race 
car driver. But the dream lingered in his imagination. 
When he and two high school friends took a 
middle-aged adventure to the Bonneville Salt Flats 
in 1999 to participate in Speed Week, the dream 
was rekindled. “I want to build a car,” he told his 
wife. “A Roadster.” 

“We thought he was crazy,” Garrett Goldman 
remembered. Bill was undeterred by the skeptics. 
Working off a model of a 1938 Bantum Roadster, 
he laid a 4’ by 8’ piece of drywall across a bench in 
the garage and drew the outlines of his car. With a 
volunteer team of buddies, he began building from 
the ground up. No blueprint. Completely custom. 
Exquisite detail. He mounted a 302ci GMC straight 
6 engine on the chassis and bored it out to 322ci, 

After Wayne Myers encouraged Mike to sponsor the Goldman-Shores 
race car, the Goldman family invited Mike to participate in 2011 Speed 
Week at the Bonneville Salt Flats. Two years later, Garrett Goldman 
became General Manager of the expanded Tempe, Arizona complex.
(L&H Industrial.)
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L&H boom mounted on shovel in Chile. (L&H Industrial.)

Bob Cournoyer appreciating the power of cranes to move 
a 2,000 pound steel part. (Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)
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Jason Percifeld and Dustin Roush fought like cats and dogs as children. Family reunions 
often ended up in fistfights. But slowly, through their teenage years, Leon Wandler’s 
grandsons, the sons of Betty and Leon’s daughters, found their way to the family ranch 
on the outskirts of Gillette, and into their grandfather’s shop. 

Even as a small child, Jason was fascinated by “all the handles and gears and moving parts” 
in the machine shop. The genetic trail from Leon to Lee and Mike to the third generation 
could be found under the hood of a pickup. “I built my first pickup with grandpa in 
his shop,” Jason remembered. “I got it when I was 15 and we spent a year completely 
rebuilding the engine so that when I turned 16, I would have something to drive.”

Every summer, every Christmas vacation, Jason would head east from his home in 
Powell, Wyoming to his grandpa’s ranch. “My dad always told me that if I wanted 
to learn something, I should learn a trade. He would say, ‘Go work for your grandpa. 
It beats cutting lawns.’ Grandpa treated me more like a hand than a grandkid. When 
you’re 14, and you’re getting cussed at like a 30-year old man, it makes you grow up 
a little faster.” 

Jason loved learning, but he hated high school. He could not wait for summer vacations 
when he would shrug off the classroom and learn his own way. “I hate listening to 
people talk. I’m a hands-on guy. You can’t stand there and teach me something. I have to 
be doing it.” In 2001, as soon as he turned 18, Jason went to work fulltime at L&H.

THIRD GENERATION 
Building Toward the Future

10“There was a time when our guys would shrink 
back and say, ‘We’re just this little machine 
shop from Wyoming. Maybe we don’t belong 
in this fight.’ But over time, and success, our 
swagger grew. We knew we were a player. We 
were a business with small town roots but big 
time swagger.

Steve Metzger
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According to Dustin, Jeff and others in the family 
could see the writing on the wall. “Everybody told 
me, Uncle Jeff, my grandmother, all my family at 
the ranch, everybody told me to slow down, to quit 
drinking. But I was just blow’n and go’n. And then, 
one night, I damn near killed myself.” A terrible 
truck accident scared him straight. “I just decided, 
‘That’s it. Enough is enough.’” 

Dustin healed up at the ranch and went back to the 
mountains as a guide. He had been sober a year 
when his Uncle Jeff invited him to dinner. “He could 
see that I had turned a corner in my life. He could 
see that I had been humbled,” Dustin said. “Jeff said 
to me, ‘Most families pass down family heirlooms. I 
guess we’ll have to pass down family AA [Alcoholic 
Anonymous] coins.’ He gave me his AA coin, and he 
asked me if I wanted to come back to work at L&H.” 
Dustin had to think long and hard, but he accepted 
the offer to work under Jeff’s direction in the sales 
department. “The best thing I ever did was quit 
drinking. The second best thing was getting married 
to my wife. The third best thing in my life was going 
back to work at L&H.”

BUILDING A FIELD SERVICE DEPARTMENT 
Rule Number One for family members who want to 
work at L&H: Family name means nothing. Nothing is 
given to you. Start at the bottom. Find your own way to 

make a difference. Jason is emphatic, “If you can’t bring 
something to the company, just because you’re related 
doesn’t mean you’re going to be an owner. You have to 
start on the shop floor and work your way up. It should 
be harder on family than anyone else.”

When Jason went to work at L&H, Leon outlined a 
clear plan. He was supposed to work in the machine 
shop for four months, and then go to school in 
Wahpeton at the North Dakota State College of 
Science, where his grandfather had gone to school. 
But after four months in the shop, Jason’s boss told 

L&H forms partnership with Porfirio Canamar and David Reyna to open facility in Mexico
YEAR IN

HISTORY
2008

Jason Percifeld grew frustrated watching other companies win big 
field service contracts in the Powder River Basin. In 2007, he launched 
the L&H field service division, and spent several years on the road 
proving his mettle before taking on the challenge of the NASA project 
in 2013. (L&H Industrial.)

For Dustin Roush, the path to L&H wasn’t as 
straight. Dustin’s mother married into a Wyoming 
ranch family and Dustin grew up in the hard-
scrabble world of the short grass prairie, small town 
rodeos, and a 900-square foot home. He was shaped 
by the natural conservatism of the Great Plains, 
where risk is too often rewarded with disaster 
rather than triumph. 

If Jason reflected the personality of his uncles Lee 
and Mike, Dustin reflected the personality of his 
uncle Jeff. He was social. He partied hard and even 

though he went to work for L&H at 18, he was torn 
between life on the ranch and life in town. He hated 
the idea that his destiny was to spend his life in a job 
shop. “I came to work at L&H in ’99, the year after 
I graduated from high school. We had just started 
buying CNC machines and my job was to keep them 
clean. So I would climb up there and get the solvent 
and brushes and I would clean those machines until 
you could eat off of them. The shop was dark and 
dingy back then, and I was in solvent all day long. 
I hated it. I absolutely hated it. I didn’t last long.” 

Dustin tried college. He enrolled at Northwest 
College in Powell, Wyoming to study marketing, 
then the University of Wyoming in Laramie, and 
finally Black Hills State University in Spearfish, 
South Dakota. College didn’t stick. He never finished 
his marketing degree. He had no idea who he wanted 
to be. He nursed Leon in his final years, commuting 
from college in Spearfish to the family ranch until 
Leon’s deteriorating health forced Betty to put him 
in a nursing home. He tried to return to L&H as an 
assistant in the engineering department, but found 
that he hated office work just as much as shop work. 
He then worked for his grandfather Roush on the 
family ranch. He guided hunters and fishermen in 
the Wind River and Gros Ventre mountain ranges 
of western Wyoming, and lost himself in the 
solitude of the West. 

Dustin Roush had to grow into his role at L&H. Eventually, he joined 
the sales department and earned his place at the management table 
by securing a long-term, multi-million dollar maintenance and 
service contract with mines in the oil sands of Canada. 
(Brittney Thomas. L&H Industrial.)
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yourselves, we’re not buying your parts.’ They didn’t 
like writing three purchase orders to three different 
companies to get one thing done. They wanted us to 
be a one-stop shop.”

In 2007, Jason finally convinced management to 
create a separate field service team. He pieced 
together a rag tag assortment of field service trucks 
and equipment from every shop. Tradesmen were 
specifically assigned to the field service group, and 
Jason selected men who could bring at least two and 
sometimes three skills to a job. Field service crews 
did complete jobs, and stayed on the jobs until they 
were done. 

Because the competition for field service was so 
intense in the Powder River Basin, where mines were 
older and had established contracts with field service 
contractors, Jason and his elite team took their show 
on the road for two years. They worked at mines 
in southern Wyoming, Montana, Utah, Idaho, and 
Nevada, living out of their suitcases, earning their 
reputation. They lived by a simple motto: “We’ve 
done so much, with so little, for so long, we can do 
anything with nothing.” Mine field service earned 
Jason Percifeld a place at the family table. He was no 
longer Leon’s privileged grandson. Like his uncles 
before him, he had found his own way to make 
money for the company. 

FROM MINES TO ROCKETS
In 2012, a strange field service project came across 
Jason’s desk and opened up an entirely new 
opportunity for L&H.

Out of the blue, Jeff got a call from a procurement 
agent representing an unnamed customer. “We have a 
top secret field machining job in Florida,” he told Jeff. 
“I can’t tell you what it is, but it’s for a government 
agency and requires a lot of field boring. Would you 
like to be considered for the job?” 

L&H had never undertaken a job quite like retrofitting the NASA 
crawler-transporter undercarriage. Working with a large federal 
agency on a job site 2,000 miles from Gillette presented numerous 
challenges. The project also required a level of precision that was 
new to L&H. (L&H Industrial.)

L&H purchases a Höfler grinder, one of only three in North America for shop in Tempe, Arizona
YEAR IN

HISTORY
2009

him, “You pick things up easily. School is going to be 
a waste of time for you. You need to stay here.” 

For two and a half years, Jason worked the night shift 
in the machine shop. When a day shift job opened 
up for an oil field mechanic, he took it. After another 
year and a half, a job opened up on the day shift in 

the machine shop. More often than not, the actual 
work was out at the mines. “When I was on nights, 
I probably spent 60 percent of my time out at the 
mines. Once I transferred to days, I probably spent 80 
percent of my time at the mines.” 

Jason discovered that there was no respect for field 
work in the company, and it drove him crazy. “Mike 
looked at field work as a courtesy to the customer. 
He didn’t think we made any money from field 
work.” All work was scheduled through the shops, 
and L&H operated a “next man up” approach 
to field service jobs. If a job required machining, 

mechanical work, and welding, three separate 
tradesmen would be dispatched by three separate 
supervisors, often undoing or re-doing what the 
other crews had done. The system was massively 
inefficient. Only Jason, Joel Christophersen, Marley 
Ziegler, and a few others liked doing field work and 
believed it could be profitable.

Finally, Jason grew frustrated watching bigger 
contractors, with more disciplined crews, win 
million dollar field service contracts while L&H 
settled for what Jason described as “junk work.” 
“We were a mess in the field compared to the 
OEMs,” Jason explained. “We ran junk pickups and 
junk tools. We weren’t very impressive, running 
ten pickups out to the mine and every one was a 
different color and a different brand. We just didn’t 
look professional, and there were lots of contractors 
in town who were.”

There was another side, a more potentially crippling 
side, to L&H’s limitations in the field. Mike wanted 
to manufacture new parts, but neither the mine 
crews nor the OEM crews would install L&H parts. 
The problem exposed L&H to expensive warranty 
claims when non-L&H crews installed L&H parts. 
“There were instances when a mine would say, ‘We 
love your parts, but we’re not going to buy them 
because it’s too complicated. If you guys can’t do it 

We’ve done so much, with 
so little, for so long, we can 
do anything with nothing.

- Chris Morgan
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Jeff was cautious, but he was curious. L&H had never 
worked in Florida, and he had reservations about 
working for a government agency. He directed the 
call to Jason.  Meanwhile, by an entirely different 
circuit, Steve Metzger was in contact with Jeff 
Washburn at the ME Global foundry in Minnesota. 
ME Global had done work with L&H in the past, 
and had the contract to cast shoes for NASA 
transporters. When NASA’s agents asked Washburn 
what company might be equipped to upgrade the 
enormous transporter that carried rockets from their 
silos to the launch pad at Cape Kennedy, Washburn 
told them to contact L&H. 

The pieces were beginning to fit together. Jeff’s 
customer was NASA. The agency’s undercarriages 
for its plodding transporters had been built in the 
early 1960s from top-secret blueprints based on 
a Marion mining shovel, but they needed to be 
upgraded to support a new generation of bigger, 
more powerful deep space rockets.  Marion had 
long since disappeared in a series of corporate 
acquisitions and mergers, but no one in the 
world knew more about 1960s-era Marion shovel 
undercarriages than Steve Metzger. 

Metzger understood that the job required field 
machining, the manufacturing of new lower rollers, 
pins, bushings, and bearing sleeves, and a higher 

level of precision than L&H had ever attempted 
in its mining work. L&H had mastered the basic 
skills over many years of working on mine 
shovel undercarriages. 

Jeff was cautious about neglecting core customers 
for a one-off job that would take the company into 
uncharted territory. There would be mountains of 
paperwork and levels of bureaucracy that L&H 
had no experience with. The key to success, Jeff 

L&H was prepared for the machining and field service side of the NASA 
job, but the transporter contract marked the first time that L&H had 
worked on a large government contract. Project Manager Bill Schroyer 
quickly learned that adhering to NASA’s rules and regulations and 
meeting its reporting requirements took skill and enormous attention 
to detail. (L&H Industrial.)

L&H partners with Vulcan Industrial in Gujarat, India
YEAR IN

HISTORY
2009

L&H Project Manager Bill Schroyer was all smiles at the test run 
of the new NASA crawler-transporter in February 2014. 
(L&H Industrial.)
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The L&H business strategy focused on developing engineering 
and manufacturing capability without abandoning the company’s 
historical commitment to repair and field service. This hybrid 
strategy gave L&H the flexibility to offer a wide variety of quality 
parts and services to long-term customers and mobilize for one-off 
projects like the NASA retrofit or the BNSF bucket-wheel rebuild. 
(Steve Babbitt. L&H Industrial.)

reasoned, was whether Jason and Bill Schroyer, the 
L&H engineer who would manage the project, were 
motivated to make the effort. True to the tradition of 
L&H, there was a difference between being cautious 
and being negative. Jeff was not negative. He gave 
them his blessing. 

Mike was enthusiastic. “Steve [Metzger] is the guy 
who taught us how to design track shoes, and how 
to build undercarriages. He’s our mentor into this 
world. We believe we are the best people in the 
world on Marion undercarriages. I would put us up 
against anybody when it comes to undercarriages.” 
Mike also looked to Jeff Washburn, who would serve 
as a consultant and mentor Jason and Bill Schroyer 
through the bid and negotiation stages. 

Aside from the practical problems of the bid 
process, Mike guarded an ulterior motive. The 
quality demands and the precision engineering and 
machining required to do the NASA job would be 
far greater than what was required in the mining 
industry. If L&H could win the job and complete it 
successfully, it would open up an entire new field of 
potential customers, and the company would be one 
important step closer to building their own shovel. It 
had taken Mike almost two decades to put L&H into 
position to do a job like the NASA transporter. The 
opportunity had finally arrived.

Jason would supervise the field crew and Bill 
Schroyer would coordinate the project. They flew to 
the bidder’s conference in Florida. Twenty potential 
contractors attended the meeting. Caterpillar was 
there. P&H was there. Even with Washburn’s 
counsel, Jason judged the chances of L&H landing 
the job at less than 50 percent. Like Jeff, he was 
nervous about the risks. No matter how confident 
Mike and Steve were, L&H was not big enough to 
absorb a failure on the scale of the NASA project. 

Schroyer was excited about the project, but even 
he recognized, “It was a huge, daunting project.” It 
would require L&H to build and deliver 1,300 new 
parts.  Some would be machined in Gillette, while 
others would be sub-contracted. The work involved 
more than precision machining. L&H would have 
to manage engineering reviews, purchasing, sub-
contracting, material deliveries, inventory, the flow 
of large amounts of work through the shop, and the 
on-time delivery of new parts to Florida. All divisions 
of L&H would have to perform in a coordinated way. 
As Schroyer grasped immediately, the NASA process 
would also require massive paperwork, over 18,000 
pages of documentation, and constant bureaucratic 
and engineering review—all of which would present 
new challenges for L&H. With all of this coordination, 
Mike’s decade-long commitment to the Visual ERP 
program would finally pay off in a big way.
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reasoned, was whether Jason and Bill Schroyer, the 
L&H engineer who would manage the project, were 
motivated to make the effort. True to the tradition of 
L&H, there was a difference between being cautious 
and being negative. Jeff was not negative. He gave 
them his blessing. 

Mike was enthusiastic. “Steve [Metzger] is the guy 
who taught us how to design track shoes, and how 
to build undercarriages. He’s our mentor into this 
world. We believe we are the best people in the 
world on Marion undercarriages. I would put us up 
against anybody when it comes to undercarriages.” 
Mike also looked to Jeff Washburn, who would serve 
as a consultant and mentor Jason and Bill Schroyer 
through the bid and negotiation stages. 

Aside from the practical problems of the bid 
process, Mike guarded an ulterior motive. The 
quality demands and the precision engineering and 
machining required to do the NASA job would be 
far greater than what was required in the mining 
industry. If L&H could win the job and complete it 
successfully, it would open up an entire new field of 
potential customers, and the company would be one 
important step closer to building their own shovel. It 
had taken Mike almost two decades to put L&H into 
position to do a job like the NASA transporter. The 
opportunity had finally arrived.

Jason would supervise the field crew and Bill 
Schroyer would coordinate the project. They flew to 
the bidder’s conference in Florida. Twenty potential 
contractors attended the meeting. Caterpillar was 
there. P&H was there. Even with Washburn’s 
counsel, Jason judged the chances of L&H landing 
the job at less than 50 percent. Like Jeff, he was 
nervous about the risks. No matter how confident 
Mike and Steve were, L&H was not big enough to 
absorb a failure on the scale of the NASA project. 

Schroyer was excited about the project, but even 
he recognized, “It was a huge, daunting project.” It 
would require L&H to build and deliver 1,300 new 
parts.  Some would be machined in Gillette, while 
others would be sub-contracted. The work involved 
more than precision machining. L&H would have 
to manage engineering reviews, purchasing, sub-
contracting, material deliveries, inventory, the flow 
of large amounts of work through the shop, and the 
on-time delivery of new parts to Florida. All divisions 
of L&H would have to perform in a coordinated way. 
As Schroyer grasped immediately, the NASA process 
would also require massive paperwork, over 18,000 
pages of documentation, and constant bureaucratic 
and engineering review—all of which would present 
new challenges for L&H. With all of this coordination, 
Mike’s decade-long commitment to the Visual ERP 
program would finally pay off in a big way.
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price of fork lift rentals. Jason and Bill were prepared 
to lose the bid, but they did not intend to be caught 
unprepared. L&H won respect for their initiative and 
the NASA contract. 

WYOMING COWBOYS WHO LIKE TO FIX STUFF
Whenever Jeff hired new salesmen, he encouraged 
them to find their own voice with customers. 
Abide by the philosophy of selling value, work 
with customers to solve their problems, but be 
authentic. The best salesmen are comfortable with 
themselves. For Dustin Roush that meant engaging 
his customers as a humble Wyoming cowboy, in the 
tradition of his ranching father and grandfather. 
“My grandpa Roush is very, very humble. He has 
worked his butt off to get what he’s got and he’s 
lived a good, healthy life. He’s the guy who wears 
a cowboy hat every day, and a long-sleeved shirt. 
He’s never used tobacco, and he hardly ever drinks. 
He has the respect of his community. The older I get, 
the more I’ve learned to respect him. I was arrogant 
growing up. I was a wild man. And I got humbled 
by the world. When I talk to customers I tell them, 
‘We’re just a bunch of cowboys from Wyoming who 
like to fix things.’ We’ve made mistakes, and I’m 
just real honest and humble about them. People feed 
on that. They’d rather hear that than have me tell 
them, ‘Oh, yeah. We can do everything. This is 
how great we are.’”

For years, Jeff had been trying to break into the 
oil sands of Canada.  He was convinced that if 
L&H remained patient, its time would come. 
A few contracts had come to L&H with the Pro 
Parts acquisition, and as Jeff began to retreat from 
expectations that L&H could work effectively in 
China, Russia, Turkey, or other places where local 
business culture and L&H culture clashed, Canada 
grew larger and larger in his vision. But the Canadian 
mines had signed cradle-to-grave contracts with the 
OEMs to service their shovels, and for years L&H 
could not get a foot in the door. 

L&H delivers first 4100 Omega Boom to Chilean mine
YEAR IN

HISTORY
2011

James Jordan, Luke Sigman, and Marvin Shenk working deep in the 
NASA crawler-transporter undercarriage. The NASA project gave L&H 
field crews hands-on experience with the most complicated problems 
of undercarriage design and engineering. (L&H Industrial.)

At the end of the bidder’s conference, NASA 
announced that companies that made it into the 
final round would be asked to ship a mockup to 
their shop and machine the mockup in front of a 
team from NASA to prove that they could meet the 
specifications of the project. 

Jason had no intention of waiting to the last minute 
to see if the L&H crew could deliver. He wanted 
a firm, clear-eyed grasp of the true costs of the 
project before L&H bid on it. He took an old two-
dimensional drawing of the mockup provided 
by NASA, returned to the shop in Gillette, and 

built his own mockup. “They gave us a really bad 
drawing from the ‘60s. It was a kind of 2D rendering. 
Engineering blew it up, scaled it for us, and we built 
from there. They couldn’t tell us what materials 
to use because it was a casting from the ‘60s and 
not much was known about it. Everybody called it 
‘Marion mystery metal.’ We did the best we could.” 

Without asking permission from NASA, L&H built 
the mockup and practiced machining on it. “We 
had four or five or six different guys machine on 
it to get our hours and our times exact because 
we knew we would be asked to repeat the job 88 
times.” After they were confident that they knew 
what they were doing, Jason and Bill wrote a thick 
proposal to NASA, including photographs of their 
machinists working on the mockup. They explained 
how they would do the job. They even made 
recommendations for changes in the specifications. 
Jason remembered NASA’s reaction, “When they 
saw it, they said, ‘Why did you do that?’ We told 
them, ‘It’s risk management for us. We wanted to 
practice on it to make sure we could do it. So we 
invested our own money.’” 

What Jason was doing in the machine shop, Bill was 
doing on the logistics side of the bidding process. 
He calculated the costs down to the finest details: 
motels, per diem expenses for the field crew, even the 

Gaylen Neugebauer testing the quality of outer boss extensions on 
the NASA transporter. NASA required L&H to conduct extensive 
quality control monitoring of every step in the retrofit project. 
(L&H Industrial.)
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Then the ground began to shift. The mines in northern 
Alberta were nearing the end of their OEM contracts. 
Often times, corporate bidding rules promoted 
competition between vendors, and that was just the 
foot in the door that Dustin needed. The timing was 
perfect. One of the mines was coming off of a Bucyrus 
contract for ten 495 HF shovels. But Bucyrus had 
recently been acquired by Caterpillar, and CAT was 
stumbling through the merger. “So the customers 
asked us to take on the service of their shovels full 
bore,” Dustin recalled. “They told us, ‘Anything that 
you can supply, we’ll buy from you.’ In 2013 we did 
$10 million and we hope to build on that. What we 
want to do is basically become the OEM for those 
shovels.” The new contract, which included rebuilding 
old parts at the Gillette shop, along with the design 
and manufacture of new parts, was a bold example of 
the diversified strategy that L&H wanted to develop 
for the future. Like Jason with field service and NASA, 
Dustin has made his mark inside the company and 
earned his seat at the table.

The L&H strategic plan recognized the interface 
between sales and production innovation. Having the 
most sophisticated CNC machine shop was of little 
value if the L&H sales team could not sell products 
that put the machines to use. As Mike was quick to 
point out, “The machinery is a burden if you don’t 
get sales.” On the flip side of the coin, salesmen could 

not sell projects that the company had no capability 
of producing. In the oil sands of Canada, the problem 
presented itself in the form of sinking shovels.

Mike explained the design challenge. “The oil 
sands are like quick sand. It’s sand soaked in oil. If 
you drive out onto the mine with a big shovel, your 
machine sinks. Shoes are normally 72” wide. The 
OEM had designed these machines to “float” by 
expanding the shoes to 126” to 138” wide. The OEM 
welded extensions onto the outside edges to add 
the new length, but the dipper bucket would strike 
the extensions and create havoc when it went 
through the processing plant. “We designed a one-
piece shoe to remedy the problem,” Mike explained. 
“They are the biggest shoes ever made. We made 
them out of manganese instead of alloy, to add 
stability and strength and achieve a longer life span. 
We worked with our partner in Peru to pour the 
castings in one piece instead of pouring smaller 
castings and welding them together. No one had 
ever done that before.”
 
The Omega deep engagement suspension shoes 
earned a solid track record in Canada, where they 
lasted 30 percent longer than traditional OEM 
shovel shoes. If the customer had a problem, L&H 
had the engineering staff and machine capacity to 
innovate a solution.

 L&H wins NASA contract to retrofit undercarriage of NASA transporter
YEAR IN

HISTORY
2013

Rick Wandler’s son, Paul, testing the vibration on a new L&H 
transmission headed for a shovel in the oil sands of Canada. 
Paul led the L&H quality control department to ISO certification. 
(Brittney Thomas. L&H Industrial.)
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Tom Dillon, coordinator for L&H contracts in Canada, inspects 
a new shovel transmission with Dustin Roush. 
(Brittney Thomas. L&H Industrial.)

THINKING ABOUT THE FUTURE
By 2014, it had been 20 years since Dustin Roush 
and Jason Percifeld had their last fistfight in Leon’s 
front yard. In the interim, they had become close 
friends. In 2010, they were each gifted one percent of 
stock in the company by Jeff and Mike. “We’re one-
percenters, now,” Jason laughed. 

Usually, Jason and Dustin sat quietly in board 
meetings. They measured their contributions, and 
spent more time listening than offering advice to their 
uncles. They understood that over time their influence 
would be measured by the quality of their work more 
than brash ideas. But when they were alone together, 
their conversations drifted toward the future. “The 
kind of people who used to walk through our door is 
so different from who walks in now,” Jason explained. 
“I remember being excited about quoting $100,000 
jobs. Now, it’s more like $4 million, or $10 million. 
It’s getting to be more and more of that big, high-risk 
work. I have a passion to do something other than just 

mining, more challenging than half million dollar jobs. 
NASA fits into that. We have been talking to NASA 
about bigger projects.”

“The oil sands fit into that,” Dustin agreed. “A lot of 
opportunities could develop if we continue to work 
with the oil companies in Canada.” 

Their vision depended on flexibility, which was a 
part of the L&H tradition. It demanded that they 
remain true to the tradition of repair that their 
grandfather had started and continue to engineer and 
build original parts. They had to deploy professional 
field service groups around the world, and develop 
the technical capability to use the machine shops for 
new sectors of the industrial economy that would 
emerge over the next fifty years. 

The cousins were nervous of increasing bureaucracy 
within L&H as it grew, but they were comfortable 
that the depth of their friendship would help them 
hold the company together. Like their uncles, they 
measured the stability of the company by their ability 
to work together. “I can sit down with Dustin and 
say, ‘You’re a flippin idiot,’” Jason laughed. “And he 
can do the same thing to me.” It was the strength of 
their relationship that made them confident that L&H 
would remain a privately-held family company far 
into the third generation. 

A lot of opportunities 
could develop with the oil 
companies in Canada.

- Dustin Roush
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NASA Crawler-Transporter-2, the largest transport vehicle in the 
world, during its test run at Cape Kennedy. (L&H Industrial.)
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In February, 2014, when NASA tested the hulking, slow moving crawler-transporter 
that would carry the next generation of rockets to the launch pad at Cape Kennedy, no 
one paid attention to the fact that a field crew from L&H Industrial had spent almost 
a year on the project. It was an unglamorous job, appreciated by only a small group of 
machinists and NASA engineers. But every time the transporter shoes turned, it was 
a triumph for L&H’s commitment to precision machining. Just as the transporter 
was redesigned and retrofitted to carry a new class of large, deep-space rockets, 
the NASA contract also carried L&H to new heights.

The NASA project was not just the biggest, most profitable contract L&H had ever 
undertaken, it also marked the fulfillment of a decade-long, company-wide effort to 
transform L&H into a precision manufacturer capable of efficiently managing large-scale, 
complex industrial challenges. In 2003, the owners of L&H had quietly changed the name 
of the company from L&H Welding and Machine to L&H Industrial, Inc. The change 
reflected their aspiration to become more than a regional job shop. With the NASA contract 
in 2013, L&H proved that it had reached a new plateau in its half century of growth.

After almost two decades of commitment to the CNC revolution, Mike Wandler had 
finally seen his precision machines working at full capacity. In the course of the NASA job, 
the company had engineered and manufactured thousands of new replacement parts on 
a relentless deadline using sophisticated CAD software. By assigning Jason Percifeld to 
supervise the field crew, the NASA project also began the transition of important company 

CONCLUSION 
The NASA project was not just the 
biggest, most profitable contract L&H 
had ever undertaken. It also marked the 
fulfillment of a decade-long, company-
wide effort to transform L&H Industrial 
into a precision manufacturer capable of 
efficiently managing large-scale projects.
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and field service. In 2014, these diverse capabilities 
made L&H unique among its competitors. This hybrid 
strategy was based on the innovative concept of 
bringing CNC machining into a job shop, and applying 
the discipline and precision of CNC to individual, 
“one-off” jobs. The hybrid strategy allowed L&H to 
provide a broad range of services to customers that 
neither regional job shops nor OEM’s could provide.  

The ability to supply a wide variety of precision 
services complemented the L&H sales strategy of 
“selling value.” The company focused on original 
design services for customers when the market was 
strong, but sustained its capacity to provide high 
quality repair work when the market was soft. This 
approach allowed L&H to smooth out the high’s 
and low’s of the business cycle and keep skilled 
tradesmen at their machines. The expansion of 
technological capability to meet the demands of 
L&H’s hybrid strategy also allowed the company 
to pursue large, one-off projects with NASA and 
BNSF without compromising its commitment to 
long-term customers. 

The third key to L&H’s rapid growth was its 
commitment to core values that allowed the company 
to shape its own sales environment, by separating 
customers who contract only on low price, from 
customers who value quality, service, and sustained 

relationships. The result was a smaller customer base 
with more intense, long-term commitments, and less 
time wasted bidding for unprofitable jobs. Loyal, 
sustained customers understood the breadth of L&H’s 
capabilities, and used a more diverse set of L&H 
resources. This approach to marketing and sales, like 
the company’s production strategy, stabilized revenues. 

Creating stable production and sustained relationships 
with a small group of high-value customers had a 
dramatic effect on the internal culture at L&H. It 
allowed the company to break free from the cycles of 
instability that resulted from of a low-wage, highly 
transient workforce and the unsafe work conditions 
that plagued the company between 1980 and 2000. 
One of the highest priorities at L&H at the beginning 
of its second half-century was to provide high wages, 
safe work conditions, and supportive benefits that 
allowed the company to grow aggressively, and still 
protect a stable, highly skilled work force.

Above all, these employees and L&H’s owners were 
committed to carrying forward the can do spirit of 
innovation that Leon Wandler embodied when he and 
Hank Barney launched their business in 1964. Fifty 
years later, however, the drive that Leon brought to the 
work was now manifested throughout the organization 
and reflected in every project from the shop floor in 
Gillette to remote field locations around the world.  

L&H signs maintenance contract to service mine shovels in Canada
YEAR IN

HISTORY
2013

responsibilities to the third generation of the Wandler 
family. And it had required the company to develop 
all the disciplines of a modern business—from 
purchasing to logistics to quality control—and manage 
them profitably. With this kind of work, L&H had 
catapulted forward. Between 1964 and 1990, L&H 
had total sales of $25 million. Between 1991 and 2000, 
with work coming primarily from within the region, 
sales rose to $90 million. Over the next 14 years, as 
L&H aggressively pursued international markets, 
they rocketed to $700 million. In 2013 alone, L&H 
generated almost $100 million in sales, and became 
the premier manufacturer of after-market parts in the 
mining industry and operates internationally. 

The search for an explanation of L&H’s success 
leads directly to the unique synergy of personality 
and expertise of the owners and the culture and 
teamwork of the employees. Success was not pre-
ordained. Particularly in the case of the Wandler 
brothers, it came as a result of a painful wrenching 
of the L&H culture away from their father’s “old 
school” approach to the running of the company, 
the loss of their brother’s partnership, and the 
reconciliation of deep-seated competition between 
brothers. Less obvious, but just as important, was the 
willingness of the Wandler brothers to embrace their 
partnership with Jim Clikeman, and allow Clikeman 
to anchor their visionary impulses in rigorous 

financial management. Clikeman explains the 
partnership with the simple refrain that Jeff “gets the 
work,” Mike “does the work,” and Jim “keeps score.” 
This simple insight is true, but does not explain the 
depth of the inter-dependence within the management 
team that has emerged in the last decade. An equally 
important insight is the fact that the three have 
reached a level of trust and coordination that allows 
them to operate by consensus.

Over the last decade, L&H has consolidated 
ownership into a very small group of five: Mike 
Wandler, Jeff Wandler, Jim Clikeman, Jason Percifeld, 
and Dustin Roush. The consolidation has established 
into the third generation that L&H will remain a 
family-held company. Unlike the 1990s, when Leon 
Wandler retired, the transition to the third generation 
is well-considered and planned. None of the owners 
harbor any interest in taking the company public, or 
diluting ownership. The decision to develop L&H as 
a tightly held family company imposes constraints 
on growth, but the owners are committed to their 
strategy of steady growth based on technological 
innovation and marketing on value. 

The second key to L&H’s success has been the 
commitment to develop a high-quality, precision, 
engineering, and manufacturing capability without 
abandoning the company’s core competency in repair 
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